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Abstract

The following article is an attempt at interpretation of the oft-
discussed “riddle” of the birds (Rgveda 1.164.20-22). Recognizing
that the riddle, as much of Vedic poetry, operates on several “levels”
(cosmic, ritual, etc.) and may be meant to be answered in more than
one way, the present approach sees the enigma as drawing on
mythical and cosmological imagery current in early Vedic times;
imagery that also finds expressions elsewhere in the Rgveda and later
texts. Following the majority of earlier interpreters, I take the fig-tree
on which the birds are perched to be the world-tree, and the “figs” or
“honey” on which they feed to be soma or amjta-. Following
Hillebrandt and Kuiper, the two birds in 1.164.20 are interpreted as
the sun and the moon. The image of one or more birds (suparnd-)
associated with the drink of immortality is traced through the Vedic
literature; in some places it is possible to identify it as Soma (from late
Rgvedic times equated to the moon). It is further suggested that both
the bird and the world-tree are associated with the spring or receptacle
of soma in heaven, which, following Witzel, is identified as the Seven
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Seers, the constellation Ursa Maior. The article is concluded by a
discussion of the Vedic imagery of a world-tree and a drink of
immortality, and its parallels in Indo-European and Eurasian myths
and cosmologies.

Keywords: riddles, Rgveda, Vedic religion, soma, cosmology,
myth, axis mundi, tree of life, Indo-European.

The riddle and its interpreters

It is not my intention to provide yet another exegesis of the “riddle-
hymn” Rgveda 1.164;' while there are certainly many unsolved
problems in this enigmatic text, the somewhat more modest purpose
of the present paper is to shed some new light on the, probably, most
oft-discussed stanzas of the hymn: 20-22, the famous “riddle” of the
birds.

Linguistically, the stanzas concerned present no great
difficulties:

Two birds,” intimate companions, clasp the same tree;

One of them eats the sweet fig;’ the other watches without eating.

! Discussions of this particular hymn include Haug 1875 (still very readable); Deussen
1906, pp. 105-19 (who sees the hymn as an early example of Vedic “monism”);
Kunhan Raja 1956 (an edition and translation of RV 1.164 with the commentaries of
Sayana and Atmananda); Agrawala 1963 (a book-length translation-cum-study, often
highly subjective and hazardous in its use of much younger materials); Oldenberg
1909-12: 1, pp. 157-60; Renou 1967, pp. 88-93 (both dealing mainly with linguistic
issues; the verses discussed here are not treated by Oldenberg); Brown 1968
(interpreting the various images used in the hymn in the light of early Vedic
cosmology); Houben 2000 (suggesting a connection of many of the stanzas with the
Pravargya rite). Somewhat lengthy discussions can also be found in translations such
as Geldner, O’Flaherty, and Jamison & Brereton. Among studies devoted specifically
to the stanzas 20-22, mention should be made of Thieme 1949, pp. 55-73 (an original
cosmological interpretation which we will have occasion to return to) and Johnson
1980, pp. 42-65 (elaborating on Geldner’s interpretation of the two birds as a learned
and an ignorant priest or poet, for which see below).

2 We will return later on to the meaning of suparnd-.

? Thieme (1949, p. 63) rightly rejects earlier, imprecise renderings of pippala-, such
as Geldner’s “Beere”; “pippala heifit im gesamten indischen Altertum und auch heute
noch ein ganz bestimmter Feigenbaum, die Ficus religiosa, und ihre Frucht”. This is
the tree mostly known as asvattha- in Sanskrit literature.
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Where birds unblinkingly shriek® for a share of the amjta-, for the
distributions® —

here, the mighty guardian of the whole world, the inspired one,” has
entered me, the ignorant.

In that very tree on which all the honey-eating birds settle down and
breed,

at its top, they say, is the sweet fig. One who does not know the Father
will not attain it."

* abhi- svdr- means (Bohtlingk & Roth, s.v. svar) “mit Ténen begriissen, singend
einfallen, einstimmen”.

5 In which sense the word is used here — as “immortality” or as the “food or drink of
immortality”, “ambrosia” (amyjta- being etymologically related to the Greek word) —
is (as often) difficult to determine. Much speaks, as we shall see, for the latter
meaning.

® The semantic meaning of viddtha- is clear enough: it refers to a congregation, one of
the chief functions of which is the distribution of wealth in the form of spoils or
rewards. (Cf. Mayrhofer 1986, s.v.: “(festliche) Zuteilung”.) This function is implied
in the present verse by the word bhaga-, “share”. The etymology of vidatha- is a more
controversial matter. Thieme’s (op. cit., pp. 35-49) derivation from vi- dha- and
Kuiper’s (1974, 1979) from vi- da- (connecting it with vi dayate), both meaning “to
distribute”, are attractive but suffer from linguistic difficulties; the accent is in the
wrong place, and the unaspirated -d- is problematic when it comes to Thieme’s
suggestion. Kuiper’s (1979) attempt to save his etymology by postulating a proto-
Vedic accentuation on the penultimate syllable in words ending with -atha-, demands
too much special pleading. Another, phonetically more plausible, etymology, first
proposed by Geldner and endorsed by Oldenberg (1967, pp. 108-11) and Houben
(2000, p. 521 n. 113), derives the word from vid- “to know, to find”; the specialized
knowledge or wisdom of the participants in the viddatha- would then have given this
sort of congregation its name. As will be seen, wisdom or sacerdotal learning is a
central theme in the stanzas under discussion. The motif of distribution should,
however, not be downplayed, as in Houben’s (loc. cit.) somewhat unprecise rendering
“congregation”, or in Johnon’s picture of a “symposium contest” between learned
poets (on which cf. Kuiper 1979, p. 273: “... only correct in so far as the distribution
of wealth must have been part of a socio-religious contest and, being apparently a
kind of potlach, was a contest in itself”).

7 On the meaning of dhira- in the RV, cf. Gonda 1963, chap. V.

8 dvd suparnd sayija sdikhdya samandm vyksdm pari sasvajate / téyor anydh
pippalam svady atty anasnann anyé abhi cakasiti //

yatra suparnd amptasya bhagam dnimesam vidathabhisvaranti / iné visvasya
bhivanasya gopah s ma dhirah pakam dtrd vivesa //

yasmin vyksé madhvadah suparnd nivisante suvate cadhi visve / tasyéd ahuh
pippalam svadv dgre tan non nasad yah pitaram na véda //



6 Per-Johan Norelius

Interpretations of the meaning of the two birds in st. 20 abound.
Leaving aside the anachronistic native tradition which makes the fig-
eating bird the embodied soul foolishly enjoying the ephemeral
pleasures of the world, and the non-eating bird, God or the supreme
soul,’ the birds have been interpreted variously as sun and moon,'’ day
and night,"" a learned and an ignorant priest (or a novice),' the
waxing and waning moon,"” the sun and the gharma pot used in the
Pravargya rite.'* Of course, it is possible — even likely — that the hymn
operates on several levels (cosmological, ritualistic, etc.), and that
different meanings are implied in one and the same passage. While the
present discussion will deal mainly with possible cosmological
associations, it should be made clear that these do not necessarily
exclude other interpretations; I do not think, for instance, that the view
that makes the tree in the verses a metaphorical “tree of knowledge”
(Geldner, Brown, Johnsonls), whose fruits are eaten by learned or
inspired priests (“birds”), is incompatible with the other main line of
interpretation, which holds that it is the “world-tree” or the “tree of
life” (Deussen, Thieme, Kuiper, Houben).

Indeed, it is hard to deny the connection of the tree and its fruits
to knowledge or wisdom:'® only the one who “knows the Father”'” can
reach the fruit at its top; and the poet’s own confession of ignorance
(“the inspired one has entered me, the ignorant”) suggests a kinship

° Mundaka Upanisad 3.1.1; Svetavatara Upanisad 4.6-7; Culika Upanisad 8; Mbh
14.47.15 (critical edition). This interpretation is followed by medieval commentators
such as Sayana (on RV 1.164.20).

% Hillebrandt 1913, p. 104; Kuiper 1983, pp. 126-27. This possibility was first
brought up, though ultimately rejected, by Haug (p. 483).

! Deussen 1906, pp. 112-13.

12 Geldner ad loc.; Brown 1968, p- 208; Johnson, loc. cit.

13 Thieme, loc. cit.

* Houben 2000, pp. 520-21.

13 Cf. also Kunhan Raja ("the fruits of wisdom”, 1956 p. xxxii). This author’s opinion
that “the tree can only be the universe” (p. 37) is perhaps inspired by the inverted tree
as an image of the world in Bhagavadgita 16.1ff.

' It may be of importance that the birds are referred to as sdkhaya, “companions”, as
this term is elsewhere sometimes used to denote members of a learned congregation
of poets or priests (cf. Elizarenkova 1997, p. 27, commenting on RV 10.71, a hymn
that, like much of 1.164, deals with the theme of véc- or sacred speech).

' There exist various suggestions as to the identity of this figure (Agni: Brown, p.
214; Heaven: Haug, p. 285; “der Allvater”: Geldner; the sun: Houben, p. 522). If the
“Father”, as cautiously suggested here, is the fig-eating bird in st. 20, then Soma may
be the answer (cf. below).
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with the birds that do not reach the fruit. This contrast between eating
and non-eating has induced some writers (Geldner, Brown, J ohnsonlg)
to see a hierarchical relationship between the two birds in st. 20; the
bird eating the fig being superior to the one that doesn’t, as opposed to
the view of native tradition. This is a tempting conclusion, though it is
not certain that the one non-eating bird in st. 20 should be counted
among the several birds desiring the “sweet fig” in st. 22."° In fact, it
seems odd that the author of the hymn would speak of only one eating
bird in st. 20 if nothing distinguished it from the many birds in the
next couple of verses. Any hierarchical relationship in the stanzas
would rather, I think — and this view will be supported with
comparisons to other passages — be between the one eating bird in st.
20 and the many birds in 21-22. While the bird in st. 20 is already
perched on the tree and eating the desirable figs, the other birds are
described as anxiously shrieking for these figs, which are hard to
obtain — being at the top of the tree, where they can be reached only
by one who has the required knowledge. The birds are said to shriek
“for a share of the amyta- (ambrosia), for the distributions”, where the
amjta-, of course, is identical with the “honey” or the “fig”, and the
“distributions” (viddtha-) refer to an apportioning of wealth. The
birds, then, seek a “share” of that which the bird in st. 20 already is in
possession of. It is possible that this bird is identical with the “Father”,
on whom the attainment of the figs depends. If so, this bird may be
responsible for the apportioning of the figs among the other birds;
indeed, there are some analogous passages which support this
conclusion, as we shall see.’

Something should be said on the word suparna- (lit. the “fair-
feathered one”), tentatively translated above as “bird”. In classical
Sanskrit, the word means “eagle”, and it has usually been so translated
also in the Veda. While it clearly denotes some kind of bird of prey

'8 Also Lommel 1978, p. 518.

% Cf. Thieme’s (pp. 57-8) criticism of Geldner’s view.

2 If the designation “Father” is to be understood literally, the image may be one of a
(male) parent bird feeding its young (bi-parental care being predominant among
birds); the bird pecks the food, then feeds it to the young from its beak. Johnson
(1980, pp. 51-2) thinks the two birds are a male and a female (grammatically possible
in the case of dva suparnd sayuja sakhaya, though the masculine anydh ... anyé
would seem to exclude such a conclusion) or a parent bird and its young, and that the
one is feeding the other by regurgitating its food. The “watching” bird would be
looking on as the other one swallows the figs, which it will then regurgitate.
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already in the RV, it is however not certain that it has the meaning
“eagle” here; nor can it be excluded that it may be used to designate a
number of birds, rather than a single species.”' In the hymns 4.26 and
27, relating the myth of the theft of the soma by a bird, the avian
protagonist is referred to interchangeably as suparpd- and Syend-,
suggesting either an identity or a partial semantic overlap between the
meanings of these words.” Syend- (Avestan saéna-) is usually
rendered either as “falcon”, “eagle”, or “hawk”. Ulrich Schneider’
has put forward strong arguments for identifying the bird of RV 4.26-
27 as a falcon; arguing, first, that the syend- — whose speed and
courage are praised in these hymns — seizes the soma from its
guardians in the way a raptor snatches its prey;” second, that falconry
is described in these hymns. H.-P. Schmidt, while refraining from
identifying any particular species as the syend-/ saéna-, has brought
the validity of the latter argument into question, pointing out that other
raptors may be used for falconry and that Ktesias actually mentions
the Golden Eagle being used for this purpose by the Indians.*® Frits
Staal,”” who bases his conclusions on the form of the syena-shaped
fire-altar in the Agnicayana rite (which suggests a bird with a wide
wingspan but short tail-feathers), thinks of a vulture, opting for the
Himalayan Griffon (Gyps himalayensis).** None of these suggestions

2! The dictionaries typically list a number of birds of prey as possible candidates; cf.
e.g. Bohtlingk & Roth, s.v. suparna: “ein best. grosser Vogel, Raubvogel: Adler,
Geier”.

2 In later Vedic times, a distinction seems to be made; cf. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad
4.3.19: Syeno va suparno va.

2 The dictionaries are inconclusive: ”Raubvogel, Falke” (Mayrhofer); “Adler; auch
Falke oder Habicht” (Bohtlingk & Roth); “der grosste und stirkste Raubvogel, wol
urspriinglich der nach seiner rothlich-weissen Farbe benannte Ldmmergeier, aber auch
wol in allgemeinerem Sinne Adler, Falke” (Grassmann). “The later Indo-Iranian
languages in which the word is preserved show the meanings ‘falcon’ and ‘hawk’, but
also ‘kite’, and in Simhalese we find three meanings: ‘falcon’, ‘eagle’, and ‘kite’ ...
The Indian evidence, even if it were unambiguous, would not be probative for Iranian
since etymologically identical names often refer to different animals in different
languages” (Schmidt 1980, p. 16).

# Schneider 1971, pp. 31-7.

» In the Middle Vedic $yena rite, a form of black magic (abhicara-), the sacrificer
“seizes” his enemy “like a Syena seizes [its prey]” (vatha syena adadita). (SvB 4.2.3.)
%6 Schmidt 1980, p. 16.

%7 Staal 2010 [1983], pp. 88-90.

% One might compare Staal’s illustrations showing the outlines of the fire-altar with
the vulture’s silhouette in Ali 1955, pl. 67.



The Honey-Eating Birds and the Tree of Life 9

is conclusive; the only thing certain is that the word denotes a bird of
prey, but it may not refer any single species, nor is it certain that its
meaning is identical with that of suparnd-. “Bird of prey” may then be
the best tentative translation of both these words.

However, another interpretation of suparnd-, based exclusively
on RV 1.164.20-22 quoted above, holds that a bird of prey, at least in
these verses, cannot be meant, as birds of prey don’t eat fruit. This
fact was pointed out by Thieme, who, however, argued that we
“dirfen ... nun nicht vollstindige zoologische Genauigkeit
erwarten”,” and preferred to render suparnd- as “Adler”. In a lengthy
discussion, Johnson® has attempted to identify the suparnd- of the
riddle as a tree-inhabiting, frugivorous bird with handsome plumage;
he opts for the Golden Oriole.

It appears, in conclusion, that suparnd- does not signify any
particular species of birds — being used for raptors as well as fruit-
eaters — but rather “may be taken as one of the synonyms for bird,
such as vi, gam&tmaz‘”.3 " As it seems futile to try to narrow down its
meaning more than that, the word will be rendered simply as “bird”
throughout this paper.

% Thieme 1949, p. 59. In support of his view that the word denotes an eagle, Thieme
adduced the beautiful plumage of this bird, and the fact that eagles often hunt and are
seen in pairs.

% Johnson, op. cit., chap. 3. Johnson partly bases his conclusions on a conference
paper by K. N. Dave. While this was not accessible to me, a discussion of the word
suparnad- which appears to be pretty much the same as the one referred to by Johnson
is included in Dave’s book Birds in Sanskrit Literature (2005 [1985]), pp. 72-5. One
of Dave’s arguments is that the word sayuja in 1.164.20 must mean fwo pairs of birds,
which would fit the oriole; this bird often builds its nest in a tree beneath the nest of a
bird of prey, whose presence keeps potential attackers away. The two pairs would
then be a male and a female oriole and a male and a female eagle or other bird of
prey; this latter couple is described as “watching” because they “guard” the tree.
Johnson (pp. 50-1) rightly criticizes these arguments, rejecting Dave’s reading of
sayuja as two pairs as well as citing ornithologists to the effect that orioles do not, in
fact, build their nests beneath eagles’ nests.

3! Houben, op. cit., p. 521 (who sees Johnson’s oriole as the most likely candidate in
the case of RV 1.164.20-22).
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Thieme’s view: the two birds and the moon

The “riddles” of the Vedic hymns are, as has long been recognized,*
based on poetical images and phrases current in the priestly circles for
which the riddles were probably intended; so that the answer to a
riddle would quickly suggest itself to someone sufficiently familiar
with this phraseology. For a modern researcher, this means that a
solution sometimes becomes possible through the recurrence of an
image in another hymn, perhaps in a less cryptic context. Using this
kind of method, Thieme® was able to build an impressive case for the
tree in RV 1.164.20-22 being the world-tree or axis mundi; the figs,
the light of the firmament — identified with soma and the ambrosia
(amjta-) of the gods™ — which is absorbed by the moon and causes it
to swell; the two birds, the waxing and waning moon; and the several
“unblinking” birds, the stars. (A very similar, though less thoroughly
argued, interpretation had in fact been suggested by Hillebrandt.”)
Though it is hard to do justice to Thieme’s argument in the limited
space at our disposal, the following summary should, I think, bring
out the most essential points: the “mighty guardian of the whole
world”, who is “wise, inspired” (dhira-) and is said to “enter” the poet
in st. 21, is identified as Soma who, as the sacred beverage, “enters”
and inspires the poet; the verb a- vis- (“to enter”) being typically used
in connection with the consumption of Soma (who is also
characterized as dhira-) by gods or men.*® The “honey” on which the

32 Cf. e.g. Gonda 1975, pp. 132-35.

** Thieme 1949.

* On the equation of amyta- and light, see Thieme, op. cit., p. 63ff.

% Hillebrandt (1913, p. 105) saw the two birds as sun and moon (the latter being
identical with Soma); Soma is the one who has “entered” the poet as the sacrificial
drink in st. 21; the plurality of birds are the stars, which are identical with the
Ancestors who have gone to heaven. No interpretation of the “fig” is given here;
elsewhere, (Hillebrandt 1999: 1, p. 441 n. 240) he identified it as the soma that is
drunk by the Ancestors. This time, however, he had to leave out st. 20 completely
from his interpretation; perhaps he ran into difficulties when trying to hold on to his
identification of the one fig-eating bird as the moon/Soma, as the image of Soma the
bird eating Soma the fig would be a farfetched one.

3 Thieme, op. cit., p. 66. (The “Father” mentioned in st. 22 may likewise be Soma (cf.
above); no one who does not know him gets to taste the “sweet fig”.) On the verb a-
vis- used in connection with soma, cf. also Smith 2009, p. 179ff, who notes that it
may refer both to the actual beverage entering its consumer, and the divine Soma
“possessing” (this being one meaning of a- vis-) a person through the drink. The poets
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many birds feed is likewise the soma, which, of course, is frequently
denoted by the word mddhu-, as well as amyta-.

In post-Rgvedic texts, Soma is, of course, identified with the
moon; it is said to be gradually consumed by the gods in the dark half
of each month, causing the moon to wane.”’ In the RV there is,
however, only one undisputed occurrence of the identification of
Soma with this luminary: the “wedding hymn”, 10.85, which is
considered to be one of the very latest texts of the RV. Thieme does
not suggest that the moon is already identified with Soma in 1.164.20-
22, asserting that the connection between the two is of a different kind
here: “Jedenfalls hat der Soma die gleiche Beziehung wie zum Mond
in unserm Vers auch zu den Sternen. Auch sie speisen sich von dem
lebendigen Himmelslicht, d. h. dem Soma.”® Yet the waxing of the
moon through absorption of the divine liquid, as he depicts it,
certainly is a conception that belongs to the later Soma/Moon
mythology.

The bird eating the fig is, according to Thieme, the waxing
moon, feeding on the light of heaven; the bird that merely looks on is
the waning moon. The word suparna- is, as Thieme notes, frequently
used to denote heavenly luminaries in the RV, and especially the sun;
at least in 1.105.1 it is, however, used for the moon: “The moon
courses as a bird in the [heavenly] waters” (candrama apsv antdr a
suparno dhavate divi). More direct evidence can be found in the
undeniable similarities between 1.164.20-22 and the stanzas 10.114.3-

inspired by the soma-juice are, in a sense, possessed by the deity Soma. Such a
meaning would fit very well to the passage 1.164.21.

37 Reference may be made to Gonda 1985, p. 44ff; Hillebrandt 1999: I, p. 195ff; and
especially Wilden 2000, pp. 77-94. Why Soma came to be identified with the moon
remains one of the great riddles of early Vedic religion, and is a question that cannot
be discussed at length here; see Gonda, op. cit., for a summary of views. In RV
8.82.8, however, soma (i.e., the soma-stalks) soaked in water is compared to the moon
in the (heavenly) waters (yo apsii candrdmd iva sémas camiisu dddyse); and it is
possible that such comparisons eventually led to an identification between the two.
The act of swelling (pya-) is common to them both (the waxing moon; the dried
soma-stalks swelling when placed in water), and this analogy (cf. AV 7.81.6; Wilden,
p. 76) is perhaps implied already in the image in 8.82.8. The attribution of immortality
and the ability of rejuvenation to the moon may also have been a factor, as soma, too,
was said to bestow vigor and “immortality”; thus 10.85.19 (discussed below) states
that the moon — here identified with Soma — prolongs the life of the gods.

3 Op. cit., p. 66.
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5, to which Haug® was the first to draw attention and which, though
any affinity between the passages was promptly dismissed by
Geldner,” were again discussed by Thieme. I provide the following
translation, which does not differ in any significant way from those of
most translators:

A young woman having four plaits, beautifully adorned, with ghee on
her face, clothes herself in coverings (?).*'

Two male birds have settled on her, where the gods have received
their share.

The one bird has entered the ocean; he surveys this entire world.

With an immature mind, I watched him close by. The mother licks
him, and he licks the mother.

The bird, being one, the priests, the seers, arrange with words in many

ways;

making verses at the sacrifices, they measure out the twelve cups of
n

soma.

The dependence of parts of these verses on 1.164.20-22 is fairly
certain, as Thieme makes clear. The image of two birds perched on a
young woman seems to be the result of a not completely successful
transposition of the image in 1.164.20. Words and phrases from 1.164
are easily recognized, though somewhat modified: the paka- mdnas-
(“immature mind”) of the poet, reminiscent of the admission of being
an ignorant (paka-) in 1.164.21; the mention of the “share of the gods”
(cf. the “share of amyta-" in 1.164.21); and the stanza 1.114.5, based
on 1.164.46. The reference to the gods’ having received their share
suggests a distribution or portioning out, as mentioned in 1.164.21
(vidatha-). The identity of the single bird with Soma is clearly brought
out here: the bird is multiplied by the priests, who measure out the

* Haug, op. cit., pp. 481-82.

40 Note to RV 1.164.20-22: “Etwas anderes sind die beiden suparné in 10, 114, 3”.

*! On vayiina- cf. Thieme, op. cit., pp. 13-25.

2 catuskaparda yuvatih supésa ghytdpratika vayvinani vaste / tdsyam suparnd visand
ni sedatur yatra devi dadhiré bhiagadhéyam //

ékah suparnah sa samudram d vivesa sa idam visvam bhivanam vi caste / tam pikena
mdnasapasyam dantitas tam matd relhi sa u relhi matdaram //

suparnam viprah kavdyo vacobhir ékam santam bahudhd kalpayanti / chandamsi ca
dadhato adhvarésu grahan sémasya mimate dvidasa //
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sacred drink in twelve cups. It should be noted that these twelve do
not seem to have any factual correspondence in the ritual: rather, they
should be understood as the months of the year, which are indeed
“measured out” by the moon.”® The “share of the gods” or “share of
amyta-", located where the birds nest, or at the top of the tree, can also
be identified as the sacrificial drink; amyta-, the “ambrosia” of the
gods, is often identified with soma.* The ocean which the “one bird”
has entered is the heavenly waters. The “young woman” is, in
Thieme’s interpretation, the night sky; he assigns the same meaning to
the crown of the tree in 1.164.20-22. We will take a look at his
arguments for this identification later on.

The two birds, then, would in fact be two aspects of one and the
same luminary, which would explain why the stanzas 1.114.4-5 go on
to speak of the “one bird” as a single entity. The fig-eating bird being
the waxing moon, it seems plausible that the waning moon could be
described as “non-eating”, in which case its shrinking would perhaps
be implied as a result of this fasting. As to the mention of its
“watching”, it is not immediately clear in what way this would be a
characteristic of the waning moon. Thieme understands the verb abhi
cakasiti to mean that the bird faces and watches the eating bird. The
opposed conclaves of the waxing and the waning moon could, though
they are not simultaneously seen, conceivably be pictured as two birds
facing each other on a tree-branch. It is, however, not certain that the
non-eating bird looks at the other bird; and a different line of
interpretation is possible.

It was Kuiper ¥ who, while agreeing with Thieme’s
interpretation of the tree as the “world-tree”, pointed out the
similarities between, on the one hand, the stanzas RV 10.85.18-19,
and, on the other, 1.164.20-22 and 10.114.3-5, quoted above. The
verses may be translated as follows:

* The moon is frequently said to “measure out” (md-) the months; the verbal root
used in this context recurs in the word for “moon”, mdsa- (later candramds-, “the
shining mds-"), as well as in mdh, “month”.

* Cf. Gonda 1985; Lommel 1978, pp. 314-23. On the word amjta- (lit. “immortality”,
but usually in the sense of prolonged, rather than eternal, life), and its relationship to
the Greek ambrosia, see Thieme, op. cit., p. 64ff; 1968; and cf. Gonda, op. cit., p.
611f.

4 Kuiper 1983, p. 126.
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These two move, one after the other,*® by means of their wondrous
power; two playing children wander about the sacrifice.

One surveys (abhicasta) all creatures, the other, apportioning the
seasons, is born again.

He becomes ever new as he is born; he walks in front of the dawns as
the sign of the days.

As he comes, he apportions the share (bhdagdm) to the gods. The moon
prolongs life, [making it] long."’

This is the only hymn in the RV in which the identification of Soma
and the moon is indisputable. The notion that it apportions the “share”
of the gods, prolonging life, foreshadows the conception of the moon
as a vessel containing the sacred drink; no doubt the moon’s being
“reborn” again and again, as mentioned in these verses, was one of the
reasons for its identification with the immortality-bestowing drink of
the gods. The two birds in 10.114.3 are said to be perching “where the
gods receive their share” (vdtra deva dadhiré bhagadhéyam); in
1.164.21, the (many) birds shriek for the “share of amypta-" (amftasya
bhagam), “for the distributions” (vidatha). As is well known, the
amyta- or ambrosia is often identified with soma, and though the word
is not explicitly mentioned in 10.85.18-19, the notion that the “share
of the gods” prolongs life is a clear indication of what is meant. In
1.164.22, the birds secking the amyta- are described as madhvadah,
“honey-eating”, the “honey” (madhu) most likely being soma, which
is often referred to by this word. The “sweet fig” (pippalam svadv) at
the top of the tree must be the same.

Sun and moon

Kuiper sees the pair described in 10.85.18-19 as the sun and the moon,
and though the sun is not expressly named, the same view has been
held by most translators (as well as Séyar_la).48 There is no indication

“ Following Oldenberg 1909-12: II, p. 288.

4 piirvaparém carato maydyaitai $isi krilantau pari yato adhvardm / visvany anyé
bhivanabhicasta ytimr anyé vidadhaj jayate punah //

navo-navo bhavati jayamandé 'hnam ketir usasam ety dgram / bhagam devébhyo vi
dadhaty ayan pra candramas tirate dirgham dyuh //.

* E.g. Geldner (cautiously), O’Flaherty, Jamison & Brereton.



The Honey-Eating Birds and the Tree of Life 15

that the one who “surveys all creatures” would be an aspect of the
moon; in fact, omnivision is a typical characteristic of the sun in the
Vedic hymns. As already mentioned, suparnd-, too, is especially often
used to denote the sun.*” With this in mind, it is perhaps a bit odd that
no one, at least to my knowledge, has ventured to compare the
onlooking bird in 1.164.20 with other instances in which a suparnd- is
described as watching or seeing; especially as there are several such
occurrences in the RV. One example is 1.35.7, part of a hymn to the
solar deity Savitr, which describes the nocturnal movements of the
sun:

The bird (suparnd) has looked across (vi ... akhyad) the middle
realms of space, the deeply inspired, lordly one, having good
guidance.

Where is the sun now? Who has understood it? To what heaven has its
ray extended?”’

Soma, whose connection with the sun antedates that with the moon,”
is significantly described in very similar words in passages where this
identity or connection is stressed:™

Like an ox walking around the herds has he roared, having assumed
the brilliance of the sun.

The heavenly bird (divydh suparnd) looks down (‘va caksata) upon
the earth; Soma surveys the beings through his power.”® (9.71.9.)

As a heavenly bird, look down (divyah suparné ‘va caksi), Soma,
making the streams swell through your activity at the sacrificial rite of
the gods.

Enter, o Indu, the soma-containing vessel; go, roaring, to the ray of
the sun.”* (9.97.33.)

% The RV and AV passages where this or other words for “bird” (e.g., patamgd-)
denote the sun were collected by Kirfel 1967 [1920], pp. 18-19.

0 suparné antariksany akhyad gabhirdvepa asurah sunithdah / kvéddanim siiryah kas
ciketa katamam dyam rasmir asya tatana //.

3L Cf. Liiders 1951, pp. 256-68.

52 Cf. the discussion of these passages by Roesler 1997, p. 207 (the soma-juice poured
out in the vessel being “macrocosmically” united with the sun).

3 ukséva yithd parivann aravid ddhi tvisir adhita siryasya / divydh suparné 'va
caksata ksdm somah pari krdatund pasyate jah //.
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Cf. also AV 13.2.9¢c-d: “The heavenly bird, the hero, Aditi’s son, has
surveyed all beings”;” and 13.3.1c-d: “... in whom the directions
reside, the six wide [regions], along which the bird (patanga-) looks
out”.’® Both passages appear in hymns to Rohita, the “ruddy”, rising
sun. In AV 7.41.1-2, the “bird of prey surveying mankind, watching
the dwelling-places” (Syend nycdksa avasanadarsah, st. 1), the “bird
of prey, surveying mankind, the heavenly bird with a thousand feet, a
hundred wombs, bestowing strength™’ (st. 2), likewise appears to be
the sun.™

If the bird in 1.164.20 is the sun, the mention of its “watching”
may, then, refer to its surveying the world from the crown of the
cosmic tree (i.e., heaven), rather than looking at the other bird.

In the hymn 1.164 itself, the sun is once characterized by its vision,
although it is not called a bird. The passage is st. 44, which, though
seemingly obscure, has long been convincingly and more or less
unanimously interpreted:

Three long-haired ones appear in season. One of them shaves in the
course of a year; one looks out over everything through his powers; of
one, the onrush can be seen, not the form.>’

The one who “shaves” is Agni, who is elsewhere said to “shave” the
“hairs” or “beard” of the earth (i.e., vegetation) in the form of forest-
fires during the hot season.”” The one whose onrush can be seen, but
not his form, is the Wind, who is described with almost identical
words in 10.168.4. The three “long-haired ones” are thus Fire, Wind
and Sun, the deities of the three “worlds” (earth, atmosphere, and sky,
respectively), who form a triad already in RV but rise to prominence

54 divyah suparné 'va caksi soma pinvan dhirah karmand devavitau / éndo visa
kaldsam somadhanam krandann ihi siiryasyopa rasmim //.

55 divydh suparnah sé viré vy akhyad dditeh putré bhivanani visva.

58 yasmin ksiyanti pradisah sad urvir yah patangé anu vickasti.

57 $yend nycdksa divyah suparndh sahdsrapdc chatayonir vayodhdh.

¥ In 13.2.38, 3.14, Rohita is described as a yellowy goose (hamsd-) who “goes,
surveying all beings” (sampdsyan yati bhuvanani visva).

59 trayah keSina rtuthd vi caksate samvatsaré vapata éka esam / visvam éko abhi caste
Sacibhir dhrdjir ékasya dadyse nd rijpam //.

601.65.8, 10.142.4; cf. TB 1.5.6.5. This is also how Yaska (Nirukta 12.27) and Sayana
explain the passage.
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in the speculations of the Middle Vedic ritualists.”’ The meaning of
the designation “long-haired” (kesin-) is not entirely clear; according
to tradition, the “hair” of fire and sun is their flames and rays, that of
the wind, lightning.®

We also have a number of mentions of one or several suparna-s
in this hymn; and though only the one in st. 20 is said to be
“watching”, it is obvious that any interpretation of the “two birds”
should take these other mentions into consideration.”” The last stanza
of the hymn, 52,* speaks of a single suparna-:

The heavenly suparna-, the lofty bird (vayasd-), the beautiful embryo
of the waters, of the plants;

Sarasvant, who satisfies with rains ... do I invoke for help.®’

The bird here is to be sought in heaven, as is clear from the adjective
divya- as well as from its giving rain (which explains the epithet
sarasvant-, “rich in pools”). This is well in keeping with the Vedic
notion of the sun as the source of rainfall,66 and the bird in this stanza
has usually been interpreted either as the sun or Agni, or both.”” The

6! Cf. in general Macdonell 1897, pp. 19, 93.

62 Brhaddevata 1.94. Agni’s “hair” — flames — is sometimes referred to, and it seems
likely that the passage seeks to promote the idea that these deities are three “fires”
distributed over the worlds. This idea is frequently met with in the Brahmanas, where
we also find attempts at explaining how wind could be a form of fire (Klaus 1986, pp.
89-91).

8 cf. O’Flaherty 1981, who seems to take them all to be one and the same bird: “The
most explicit and developed contrast is between the two birds (20-22), who occur in
other forms as well, as an individual bird (7, 46, 52) and a group of birds (21, 47) ...”
(p. 73); “That the bird in the hymn is the sun or fire is a conjecture supported by many
explicit references to the sun-bird in the Rig-Veda (cf. 10.123, 10.177) and by
references to the sun in this hymn (14, 26).” (P. 74.) Similarly Houben, op. cit., p.
521: “Elsewhere in our hymn, either the sun (vss. 46, 52) or the sun’s rays (vs. 47) are
called suparnd. Moreover, in 7b vi refers to the sun as a bird ...”

% The stanzas 48-52, which deal with the origins of rainfall, may however be a late
addition to the hymn, as appears from the fact that they are not included in the AV,
where the riddle-hymn is found (divided in two parts) as hymns 9.9 (corresponding to
RV 1.164.1-22) and 9.10 (corresponding to 23-47). Cf. Brown, op. cit., pp. 201-2.

8 divydm suparndm vayasim brhdntam apdm gdrbham darSatim ésadhinam /
abhipato vystibhis tarpdayantam sarasvantam avase johavimi //.

8 Cf. Wilden 2000, chap. 1.

7 The sun: Haug, op. cit., p. 514; fire: Macdonell, op, cit., p. 88 (following
Bergaigne); sun and fire: Brown, op. cit., p. 218; Geldner ad loc., and cf. O’Flaherty,
op. cit., pp. 73-4.
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words, “embryo of the waters, of the plants” point to Agni, who is
often said to be lodged in the plants or the waters, from which he is
“born”;68 indeed, Agni is described with the very same words (apdm
garbham darsatam osadhinam) in 3.1.13. The bird is likely to be both
Sun and Fire, which are not infrequently equated. The fact that both
are intimately connected with rainfall % further supports this
interpretation.

The “heavenly feathered bird” (divydh sa suparno garutman),
mentioned among a number of other deities in st. 46, is also
apparently the sun. In the following stanza (47), several birds are
mentioned:

Along the black path, the yellow birds, clothing themselves in waters,
fly up to heaven.

When they have returned from the seat of Rta, the earth becomes
soaked with ghee.”

The birds have been interpreted either as the flames of the sacrificial
fire, rising along the “black path” of the smoke, or as the rays of the
rising sun extending through the nocturnal darkness.”' I believe a

% The designation “embryo of the waters” (apdm gdrbha-) seems to be exclusive to
this god: RV 1.70.3, 3.1.12, 3.5.3, 7.9.3 (Agni Jatavedas as the rising sun). Only once
(9.97.41) is it used for another deity, here Soma, who is perhaps compared to Agni;
the “waters” here would be the waters with which the soma-juice is mixed, and which
correspond to the heavenly waters where the divine Soma dwells. Cf. further Agni as
“garbha- of the plants (ésadhi-, virudh-): 2.1.14,7.101.1, 102.2.

% Rain was thought to fall from the sun in the earliest Vedic times (for the RV cf.
Liiders 1951, chap. IX); in post-Rgvedic times the role as rain-bringer was variously
assigned to the sun and to the moon (now identified with Soma). I refer to Wilden’s
detailed study of the subject.

™ kpspdam niyénam hdrayah suparnd apé vasana divam it patanti / té dvavrtran
sadanad yptasyid id ghyténa pythivi vy udyate //. On this stanza and its variants in
Atharvaveda and the Yajurvedic Samhitas, cf. Wilden, op. cit., pp. 95-6.

' Brown, op. cit., p. 210: “Now the hymn turns to the Sun’s rising. The rays, here
called ‘yellow birds,’ clothed in the waters, fly up along the dark path (of night) to the
sky.” Geldner ad loc.: “Die schwarze Bahn ist der Rauch, die goldfarbigen Rosse (sic)
die zum Himmel fliegenden Flammen.” Haug, op. cit., p. 510: “Der schwarze Pfad ist
die Nacht, wie schon Yaska erkannte (Nir. 7, 24 wo der Vers erklirt ist); die gelben
Adler ... sind die Sonnenstrahlen; sie hiillen sich in Wasser, weil sie die Eigenschaft
haben, gerade das Wasser anzuziehen, das dann im Regen, hier ‘zerlassene Butter’
genannt, herabfallt.” Liiders (op. cit., p. 312) likewise follows Yaska, whose
interpretation is echoed by later exegetists (cf. Sayana: the sunrays rising through the
darkness of the night). Wilden (loc. cit.) does not pass judgement on the matter.
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double meaning is intended, and that the birds can be seen as flames
as well as sun-rays; '~ the sun and the sacrificial fire being
homologous. The “seat of Rta” is, cosmologically, the place whence
the Dawn rises each morning;” on the terrestrial plane, it may
conceivably designate the site of the sacrifice. The “ghee” is, of
course, rain, thought to originate in the oblations thrown in the
sacrificial fire, from which they rise up to the sun and turn into
rainwater.”*

If other words with the meaning “bird” should be taken into
account, we may also have a look at st. 7, which has been held forth
by Houben” as a key to the understanding of the riddle of the two
birds. The one bird (vi-) here is most likely the sun:

Let him speak who here knows the laid-down footprint of this dear
bird ..."° (1.164.7a-b.)

The “footprint of the bird”” (paddm véh) appears elsewhere as, it
seems, the highest point of heaven, to which the inspired thoughts of
the poets are directed (e.g., 3.5.5-6, 3.7.7, 4.5.8, 10.5.1). That the

™ The suparnds seated in heaven in 1.105.11 (suparnd etd asate mdadhya arédhane
divah) are likewise taken by most translators to be the rays of the rising sun.

3 4.51.8; compared to 1.164.47 by Kuiper 1983, p. 80 n. 122.

™ Cf. Wilden’s monograph on the Vedic “Kreislauf der Opfergaben”. The conception
is described with unusual clarity in the penultimate stanza of the “riddle hymn”,
1.164.51: “This same water travels upward and downward as the days pass; the
rainclouds invigorate the earth, the fires invigorate heaven”. (samandm etad udakam
tic caity dva cahabhih / bhiimim parjanya jinvanti divam jinvanty agnayah /I.)

> Op. cit., p. 517.

78 ihd bravitu yé im angd védasyd vamdsya nihitam paddm véh /.

"7 The meaning of padd- in “esoteric” contexts like the present one has been a matter
of some dispute; it is usually rendered as “footprint”, “track”, “step”, or “place”.
Liiders (1951, pp. 303-5), who discussed the matter at length, opted for “Stitte”,
rejecting Geldner’s translation “Spur” on the grounds that a bird flying in the air does
not leave any footprints. I suspect, however, that this is an intended paradox; the
“footprint of the bird”, invisible to the human eye, can only be perceived by the
inspired seers in their visions. Renou (1958, p. 21-2) sees a primary meaning
“footprint”, which is also to be understood in passages speaking of the padd- of the
bird or the “hidden padd- of the cow” (which in some passages explicitly refers to the
tracking down of a herd of cattle by means of their footprints). “Padd- est donc
d’abord I’empreinte des pieds, la trace au sens propre ... La «trace de ’oiseau», au
sens propre le trajet solaire, a des implications ésotériques” (ibid.). Mayrhofer (s.v.)
rejects the meaning “Stétte” altogether in the RV; cf. however Houben, op. cit., p. 515
n. 87.
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“bird” is the sun can hardly be doubted.” What is unusual with
1.164.7 is the expression “of this dear bird” (asyd vamasya ... véh).
The occurrence of the words asyd vamasya elsewhere in the same
hymn — in st. 1 — cannot be ignored or considered coincidental, as
these are the only two occurrences of these exact words in the RV.
The stanza 1.164.1 runs as follows:

This dear grey hoty-priest has a middle brother who is hungry, and a
third brother with ghee on his back. I have seen here the leader of the
tribe with seven sons.”

The two main lines of interpretation have seen the three brothers
either as forms of Agni distributed over the three cosmic regions, or as
the three fires of the Vedic sacrifice.*® The latter interpretation, which
was put forward by Geldner, seems the most probable; there is
nothing in the stanza to suggest a cosmic nature of the three (the word
dsnah here meaning “hungry, ravenous”, not “lightning”®"), and the
designations “grey” (referring to smoke) and ‘“ghee-backed”
(elsewhere applied to Agni as the sacrificial fire*?) are best taken to
refer to actual fires. But as we have seen, the present hymn knows the
speculation equating the fires of the sacrifice with the three deities of
the cosmic regions (i.e., the three “forms” of Agni), and this identity

8 Cf. Liiders, op. cit., pp. 300, 303-5, 311.

™ asyd vamdsya palitdsya hotus tisya bhrita madhyamé asty dsnah / tytiyo bhrita
ghytapystho asydtrapasyam vispatim saptaputram //.

¥ The view that they represent sun, lightning, and the terrestrial fire was put forward
by Haug, op. cit., p. 466, and was largely accepted by Brown, op. cit., p. 210 (who,
however, held the first brother to be “the original form of Agni as ‘firstborn of the
rta’”, rather than the sun). Hillebrandt (1999: I, p. 86; cf. 1913, p. 104 n. 1) takes
them to be sun, moon, and fire, represented on earth by the three fires of the sacrifice;
the “grey” one is the moon and the “eater” the sun (which is in the Brahmanas said to
“devour” the moon at a lunar eclipse). Kunhan Raja, op. cit., p. 7, following Yaska,
takes them to be Sun, Wind, and Fire, the deities of the three cosmic spheres. Houben,
op. cit., p. 518, suggests Sun, Lightning, and the Gharma pot. Geldner’s view, that the
verse refers to the traditional three fires of the sacrifice, has been repeated by
O’Flaherty and Witzel, Gotd ef al., while Brereton and Jamison (in their introduction
to 1.164) recognize that the two lines of interpretation are not mutually exclusive;
ritual and macrocosm being mysteriously connected and equated with each other.

8! As it was rendered by Brown, op. cit., p. 210 (on analogy with asani-, or with asan-
, “stone (used as a projectile)”?). The dictionaries of Grassmann as well as Bohtlingk
& Roth give 1.164.1 as the only instance where dsna- (“Gefrissig”) is used “vom
Blitzfeuer”; this is of course simply their own interpretation of a difficult passage.

2 E.g in5.43,14.5;7.2.4;10.122.4.
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seems to be implied by referring to the sun (the “dear bird”) with the
same words as one of the fires. Now, in Middle Vedic speculations,
the garhapatya fire corresponds to Agni and the earth, the daksinagni
to Wind and the atmosphere, and the adhavaniva to the Sun and
heaven. Whether this system was already developed or not in late
Rgvedic times, the homology of fire and sun is certainly Rgvedic, and
it seems likely that an identification of one of the three fires with the
sun is implied in st. 7.

Houben® has put forward the view that, as one of the three
“brothers” seems to be the sun described as a bird, it is reasonable to
assume that the other two are also birds. He also suggests that the two
birds of the riddle in fact belong to this set of three. Houben, whose
objective is to demonstrate that a larger part of the hymn than
previously thought centers around the Pravargya rite, suggests an
identification of the “ghee-backed” brother with the gharma pot, the
inside of which was anointed with ghee.84 The “dear, grey” brother is,
he suggests, the sun, the cosmic counterpart of the heated pot. The
“middle” brother would then have to be situated somewhere in
between these two, the terrestrial and the celestial brothers. Houben
believes that this must be either wind or lightning, and opts for the
latter alternative, taking the word dsna- (“ravenous”) to refer to the
violent action and sound of lightning. The two birds are, he further
suggests, “the two more immediately perceptible of the three birds of
verse 1, viz., the sun and the Gharma pot; lightning, the elusive
middle one, is left out”.® While noticing that the “hungry” or
“ravenous” brother would make an attractive correspondence to the
bird that “eats” the fig, Houben ultimately has to reject such a
connection in order to maintain his view that the “middle” brother has
been excluded in st. 20. Though he briefly notes that seeing or
watching is a typical characteristic of the sun,* he also dismisses the
idea that the watching bird would be the sun, instead suggesting that
this should be the eating bird, who (here he follows Thieme) feeds on
the light of heaven. The non-eating, watching bird, then, is the
Gharma pot, the terrestrial counterpart of the sun.

8 Op. cit., p. 521.

% Op. cit., p. 517.

% Houben 2000, p. 521; italics in original.
8 Op. cit., p. 521 n. 115.
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While some verses of the hymn certainly concern the
Pravargya, no such connection is immediately clear in either st. 1, 7,
or 20-22.¥” As has already been said, the interpretation of the three
brothers as the sacrificial fires still seems the most probable one. The
question still remains which of the three should be identified with
which fire. The “dear” one which, as we have seen, is equated to the
sun, would be the Ahavaniya; the “middle” one can hardly be any
other than the southern fire, which occupies an intermediate position
in relation to the other two. The remaining fire, that with “ghee on his
back”, would then be the Garhapatya or domestic fire. Now, why
would the Daksinagni be referred to as “hungry, ravenous”, and what
would be its connection to the second bird of the riddle, assuming that
the other is the sun and corresponds to the Ahavaniya? We have
suggested that the two birds are the sun and the moon. The Daksinagni
is shaped like a half-moon. In the brahmanical system of mystic
“correspondences”, it is usually equated to the Wind and the
atmosphere; but another tradition makes it the counterpart of the
moon.®™ Besides its shape, one reason for this identification is the
connection between this fire and the cult of the Ancestors, who
receive their oblations through it; the world of the Ancestors is in

% On Houben’s approach, cf. the (generally approving) remarks in Jamison and
Brereton’s introduction to RV 1.164; and the harsher comments in Oberlies 2007
(throughout the footnotes). Whatever part the Pravargya may play elsewhere in the
hymn, Houben’s interpretation of 20-22 seems to me particularly open to question.
Houben maintains (p. 522) that previous renderings of the verb pdri sasvajate in st. 20
— commonly taken to mean that the birds “clasp” the tree, i.e., perch on its branches —
is incorrect, and a literal translation, “embrace” (from the root svaj-) is to be
preferred; this would refer to the Gharma pot “embracing” the base of the world-axis
(on earth), and the sun embracing it at its top, in the sky. The image of two birds
“embracing” a tree (presumably, with their wings) on the ground and in the crown,
respectively, is however an uneasy one. The only natural way to read the passage is to
take the verb to refer, in this context, to the perching birds’ clasping the tree’s
branches with their talons.

8 Cf. Hillebrandt 1999 1, pp. 67-70. The southern fire is associated with the
atmosphere (and the wind) in the vertical cosmic classification of Middle Vedic texts;
and with the moon in the horizontal classification of the cardinal directions
(proceeding clockwise from the east). The southern fire is hence identified variously
with the wind and with the moon. (A good deal of relevant materials can be found in
B. K. Smith’s 1994 survey of the Vedic classifications.) The deity of the atmosphere
in this system is in fact Vayu, the Wind, who appears between Agni or Fire and
Aditya or the Sun, the deities of the earth and the sky. But occasionally we do find a
triad Fire-Moon-Sun.
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post-Rgvedic times said to be the moon. They are also said to dwell in
the south; the Daksinagni is the “southern fire”.

But what about the designation dsna- in st. 1?7 The word is
derived from the root ds-, meaning “to eat”, which is also found in
dnasnan, “non-eating”, used of the second bird in st. 20. The meaning
“hungry” or perhaps “ravenous” can be established from 1.173.2,
where a mighty noise is likened to the roar of “a hungry wild animal”
(mygé ndsno). Now, why would the Daksinagni be designated as
“hungry”? And does this really connect it with the fig-eating bird of
st. 20? Does “hungry” here imply actual hunger resulting from lack of
nourishment (which would better fit the “non-eating” bird), or rather
voraciousness or gluttony? It has been suggested that the word is
applied to the Daksinagni because this fire does not receive the same
amount of oblations as the two other fires.* This seems likely; but if
so, any connection with the eating bird of the riddle would seem to
disappear. One might argue, however, that hunger nonetheless is what
unites them (and perhaps what makes the bird eat the fig, while his
companion abstains).

If the two birds represent sun and moon, corresponding
respectively to the Ahavaniya and the Daksinagni, the third member
of the triad in st. 1 — the terrestrial Fire, as represented by the
Garhapatya — may have been excluded in st. 20 due to the
cosmological context; the sun and the moon belonging to the upper
regions of the cosmos, i.e., in the crown of the world-tree, while
Agni’s domain is earth.”

% O’Flaherty 1981, p. 81 n. 1: ”The first brother is the oblation fire [Ahavaniya)] with
his grey beard of smoke; the second is the southern [Daksina] fire, hungry because it
seldom receives the oblation; the third is the domestic fire [Garhapatya] that is ‘fed’
the butter oblation.”

® It may be pointed out that a triad of suparpd-s actually appears in st. 4 of the
funerary hymn AV 18.4. The verses are obscure on some points: “Three birds ... are
settled on the back of the lower (?) firmament, on the summit; let the heavenly
worlds, pervaded with immortality (or, ambrosia), milk forth food and nourishment to
the sacrificer.” (trdayah suparnd tiparasya mayi nikasya pysthé ddhi vistapi sritih /
svarga lokd amjtena vistd isam dirjam ydjamanaya duhram //) According to the
commentary, these birds are Sun, Moon, and Fire; though there is nothing in the
stanza itself to suggest this. It seems probable that they are the three sacrificial fires,
which are referred to by name in 8-9; invoked as the forms of Agni Jatavedas, they
are implored to conduct (through the cremation) the dead man to the heavenly world
(10ff). This might explain why they are all referred to as birds dwelling in the same
heaven, rather than distributed over the regions of the cosmos. This would also
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Something should perhaps be said of the adjective palitd-,
“grey”, designating the first of the three fires. The word is also used in
the sense of “old”, “grey-haired”.”’ We find it sometimes applied to
Agni;” and while it is possible to take it to refer to the fire’s grey
“hair” of smoke — indeed the adjective is applied to a smoky fire in
10.4.5b (palito dhumaketuh) — it is not immediately clear why this
particular fire, out of the three, would be characterized by its smoke. If
the word instead is taken to refer to age, this would raise further
questions, as the Garhapatya, rather than the Ahavaniya, is the
“oldest” fire, from which the other two are lighted. Perhaps the
adjective is simply a way to indicate that the first brother is, in fact, a
(sacrificial) fire, and that the same should be inferred in the case of his
two brothers.”

We will now return for a while to 10.114.3, describing two birds
settled on a “beautifully adorned” young woman (yuvati) with four
plaits and “ghee on her face”. What may this woman represent?
Thieme™ saw in this young woman, as in the tree in 1.164.20-22, a

explain why Agni is here found in heaven together with Soma and the Sun. — As for
the trayah suparnds in 5.28.8a, it seems futile to try to make out what they may be
from the context; the entire hymn playing with triads of various kinds.

9! «[Grau, ergraut, altersgrau, greis” (Mayrhofer, s.v.).

%21.144.4, 3.55.9 (where the “grey emissary”, palité diitd, is most probably Agni),
10.4.5.

% If an unexpressed identity between the fires and the deities of the cosmic regions is
to be understood — and made clear from the recurrence of words (asyd vamdsya;
variants of the root ds-) elsewhere in the hymn — then the adjective, though here
simply referring to smoke, may have been chosen in order to make an implicit
association with, e.g., a god who may be similarly designated. In this context it may
perhaps be of relevance that palitd- refers to the sun in 10.55.5: “The moon (vidhu-),
coursing in the company of many, being young, did the aged one (paliti-) swallow.
Behold the god’s mastery in its greatness: today he died, yesterday he breathed fully.”
(vidhiim dadrandm samane bahiinam yuvanam santam palito jagara / devisya pasya
kavyam mahitvadyd mamara sa hydh sam ana //.) That the young and the aged or grey
one are the moon and the sun has been unanimously accepted by everyone from
Yaska (Nirukta 14.18) and Saunaka (Brhaddevata 7.81) to Geldner. The moon
(coursing in the company of the many stars?) is, as we have seen, repeatedly dying
and born anew. According to a common view, the new moon (“being young”) is
swallowed by the sun, from which it then reemerges. The sun, then, is “old” as
compared to the ever rejuvenated moon. This isolated occurrence should, however, be
cautiously treated.

* Thieme 1949, p. 61.
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representation of the nocturnal sky; the girl’s dark hair being the
darkness, the four plaits the cardinal directions, her ornaments the
stars. A somewhat different interpretation was given by Kuiper,” who
saw the young woman as the axis mundi. The four plaits, he
suggested, are the four rivers flowing down the slopes of the
primordial mountain (which he saw as being interchangeable with the
world-tree in the position of axis mundi).”

According to Taittiriya Brahmana (1.2.1.27; 3.7.6.4°") and
Apastamba Srautasitra (4.5.3), where this stanza is quoted,” the girl
is the védi, the “altar” of the sacrifice, the plaits being its four corners.
(The “ghee” would then be the actual ghee used in the ritual.) It is a
well-known fact that the vedi in later texts is often likened to a woman
due to its shape (the word vedi further being feminine). Modern
scholars have treated this tradition in different ways. Accepted by
Geldner, it was dismissed by Thieme,99 who must have found it
incompatible with his own interpretation. Kuiper, however, for whom
“it is beyond doubt that the verse refers to the vedi”, notes that,

The vedi mythically represents the whole earth, cf., e.g., MS. 111.8.3
(96, 6), KS. XXV.4 (106, 13), XXV.6 (110, 2), XXVIIL.1 (152, 9),
XXXI.10, (12, 8), XXIX.8 (177, 8), XXXVII.16 (97, 3), TS. V1.2.4.5,
SB.1.2.5.7,1.3.3.9, I11.7.2.1. If the yuvati, accordingly, here stands for
the primordial hill, the two birds can be equated to the wellknown two
birds on the cosmic tree in RS. 1.164.20 ...100

The underlying assumption here seems to be that the cosmic tree or
mountain may stand for the entire world. A look at the passages in TB
and Apastamba referred to above suggests, however, another possible
interpretation. The Rgvedic stanza appears here in a somewhat
modified form:

A young woman with four plaits, beautifully adorned, having ghee on
her face, in the centre of the world,

% Kuiper 1983, p. 142 and n. 3.

% On the four celestial streams, cf. Liiders 1951, chap. VIL

°7 Translated by Dumont 1961, p. 30.

% In a slightly variant form from RV 10.114.3. On the variants of this stanza in Vedic
literature, cf. Bloomfield 1906, under catuhsikhanda.

% Op. cit., p. 61 1. 3.

190 Kuiper 1983, pp. 142-43 n.
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Upon (?) the two birds who have settled on her is the share of the
101
gods.

In Apastamba 4.5.1, furthermore, this vedi is said to be “on the
summit of heaven, in the navel of the earth” (varsman divo nabha
prthivya). While the Yajurvedic ritualists may have modified the
stanza so as to suit their own purposes, it may nonetheless be
significant that we here have an ancient tradition that places the yuvat/
“in the centre of the world”, which, of course, is where one would first
look for an axis mundi or a cosmic tree.

The adjective supésa, “beautifully adorned”, was taken by
Thieme to indicate the stars adorning the nocturnal sky.'” This seems
very likely, especially as the verbal root pis- is often found in
connection with the star-decorated heaven.'® The night (ratri-),
sometimes personified as a goddess, is described as having been
“decorated” with stars (pépisat, 10.127.7; “like a decorated bowl”,
camaso na pisto, AV 19.49.8). This use of the verbal root may be very
ancient; in the Iranian YasSts we find the compound stahr.paésah-,
“star-spangled”, applied to the heaven, described as Ahura Mazdah’s
robe (13.3), and to Mithra’s chariot (10.143). Combinations of the
same Indo-European verbal root (cf. Latin pingo) and word for
“star(s)” are used by ancient Greek and Latin authors.'™

But would one expect to find the sun in the nocturnal sky,
together with the moon? One answer is: yes, in Vedic cosmological
beliefs, one may very well do so. As is well known, the sun was
thought to turn its dark backside towards earth after sunset, and return

O catuhsikhanda yuvatih supesa ghytapratika bhuvanasya madhye / tasyam suparnav

adhi yau nivistau tayor devanam adhi bhagadheyam ... (Apastamba Srautasiitra
453)

192 Thieme, p. 61: “Ihr Schmuck und das Butterschmalz, mit dem sie ihr Antlitz
gesalbt hat und das durch die auch von vorn sie bedeckenden Haare hindurchleuchtet,
sind die Sterne, die Schleier, in die sie sich kleidet, und ihr schwarzes Haar: das
Dunkel.”

13 «pig_ signifie en gros «orner, décorer», plus précisément «orner de couleurs vives
ou de lumiéres». Le verbe s’emploie a propos de ciel constellé, en plusieurs passages
(I’auteur de X.68, 11 ajoute cette comparaison «comme [on décore] de perles un
cheval noir»). D’ailleurs les ténébres elles-mémes sont dites pépisar X.127, 7
«fortement coloriées» ... Le Jour et la Nuit sont visvdpesas, ils ont «toute sorte
d’ornements ou de couleurs vives» ...” (Renou 1958, pp. 25-6.) Cf. 1.68.10, where
Agni is said to have “adorned the firmament with stars” (pipésa nakam stfbhir).

1% Jackson 2001; cf. also West 2007, p. 353.
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unseen to the east across the night sky.'” We also meet with the idea

that the sun travelled eastwards through the ocean of the nocturnal
sky;'% whether these are two separate conceptions, or the dark sun
and the sun hidden in the waters are different expressions of the same
cosmological notion, cannot be discussed here. What is of importance
is that the idea of the sun travelling through the night-sky, rather than
under the earth, as in other ancient cosmologies, appears to have been
the predominant Vedic explanation of the sun’s return to the east
during night; and that one of the birds being the sun in the nocturnal
sky is not an impossible conjecture.

Another possibility is that the crown of the tree on which the
birds are perched — this tree being presumably related to the “young
woman” in 10.114.3 — is simply the heaven, the diurnal as well as the
nocturnal. A cosmic tree, thought to support the firmament, would
likely be associated with both. The root pis-, again, is applied to both
Night and her sister Dawn, who may here be taken to represent the
nocturnal and the diurnal sky;lo7 in 6.49.3, for instance, the one is said
to have adorned herself with stars, the other “from the sun” (stfbhir
anyd pipisé sitro anyd). Cf. 2.3.6; 10.110.6. The tree, then, may
represent both aspects of the sky; and Thieme’s'™ conjecture, that the
birds perched on the young woman should be thought of as
“niedergesetzt, sicherlich auf jeder Schulter einer, jedenfalls so, dal3
man jeweils nur einen sieht”, may, though made with the waxing and
waning moon in mind, be equally well applied to the sun and the
moon.

Thieme thought that the two birds become one in 10.114.4-5,
proving that they are, in fact, only two different aspects of the moon.
This interpretation may be borne out by the initial words of st. 4, ékah
suparndh sd samudram d vivesa, where it would be better to take ékah
suparnah as “the one, the only bird” than as “one bird” (out of the
two). (Cf. Thieme’s translation: “Einer ist der Adler.”'”) St. 5
certainly lends support to the assumption that the two birds are
actually one: “The bird, being one (ékam santam), the priests, the
seers, arrange with words in many ways; making verses at the

195 Speyer 1906; Sieg 1923; Klaus 1986, pp. 132-42.
19 1 tiders 1951, chap. VIII: ”Die Sonne im Wasser”.
17 Cf. Renou 1958, p. 26.

1% Thieme, op. cit., p. 61.

19 Op. cit., p. 62.
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sacrifices, they measure out the twelve cups of soma.” The stanza is in
fact loosely derived from the famous “monistic” stanza 1.164.46:
“They call him Indra, Mitra, Varuna, Agni, and he is the heavenly
feathered bird. What is one, the priests speak of in many ways: they
call it Agni, Yama, Matari§van.”'"

The bird in 10.114.4 could plausibly enough be taken as the
moon; but the sun is equally possible: “The one bird has entered the
ocean; he surveys this entire world. With an immature mind, I
watched him close by. The mother licks him, and he licks the mother.”
Thieme took the last, cryptic sentence to mean that the moon is licked
by its “mother”, Night, whereby it diminishes; licking its mother,
however, it becomes replenished (by the light of the heaven). Geldner
saw here Agni and his “mother”, the fire-stick; Haug, lightning and
the earth (its “mother” because clouds arise from the terrestrial waters
sucked up by the sun). " Prominent especially in Thieme’s
interpretation is the notion that the “licking” (rih-) must result in a
diminishing of the thing licked, as if it were consumed. This poetic
figure (based on the common sight of cows licking their calves) is,
however, common in the RV, e.g. in connection with Soma, whose
“mothers” (pl.) are the waters in which the soma-stalks are laid down
(and, correspondingly, the waters of heaven surrounding the divine
Soma). For my part, I suspect that what is meant in 10.114.4 is either
the sun or the moon, “licking” the heaven (the word dyaus-, if
implied, being feminine) with its rays while at the same time being
licked, i.e. touched, by the sky; or moistened by the waters of heaven,
which are mentioned in the verse.'"

10 .y , . , o . L, ,
indram mitram varunam agnim ahur dtho divydh sd suparné garutman / ékam sad

vipra bahudhd vadanty agnim yamam matarisvanam ahuh //.

" Haug, op. cit., p. 482.

"2 Though the personified Dyaiis is male, his “womb” is sometimes referred to. Cf.
5.47.3, which shows some similarities with 1.114.4 (e.g., suparndh ... d vivesa): “The
ox, the ocean (samudro), the ruddy bird, has entered the ancient Father’s (= Heaven)
womb. A speckled stone (= the sun), laid down in the middle of the sky, he strides
out; he guards the ends of space.” (uksd samudré arusah suparndh pirvasya yonim
pitiir d vivesa / madhye divé nihitah pgsnir aSma vi cakrame rajasas paty antau //.)
The heaven is the “womb” from which the sun (here possibly identified with Soma,
who typically carries the epithet samudra-; cf. Hillebrandt 1999 II, p. 214) is born
every morning (from the heavenly waters; cf. Liiders 1951, pp. 294-307), and which it
again enters upon sunset. Agni is said to have been born “from the Asura’s belly”
(asurasya jatharad djayata, 3.29.14d), while in the first half of the same verse,
mention is made of “the mother’s lap” in which he shone forth “at the udder” (arocata
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“The one bird has entered the ocean” might refer to the sun as
well as the moon. Most commonly located in the samudra- is,
however, the sun.'® As a bird hidden in the ocean (of the nocturnal
sky), it is referred to as a great mystery in 10.177.1: “The bird,
anointed with the magic of the Asura, the inspired ones see with their
hearts, with their mind. The seers behold him within the ocean; the
wise ones seek the footprint of the rays”.'"* But the moon can also, as
we have seen, be called a suparnd- in the waters (apsi); and it is
sometimes found in the heavenly waters.'”” The statement that the
bird, having entered the ocean, “surveys this entire world” (idam
visvam bhuvanam vi caste), would however seem to point to the sun,
which, as seen, is not only frequently referred to as watching the
world or all beings, but is often called a bird when doing so. It is
possible, then, that the verses 10.114.4-5, while “mystically”
identifying the two birds in st. 3, still describe them separately as two
different aspects of the “one bird”: this bird being both the sun (st. 4)
and the moon (5).

Soma and the world-tree

We have suggested an identification of the “eating” bird of 1.164.20
with the moon apportioning the “share of the gods” in 10.85.19, and
one of the two birds perched “where the gods receive their share” in
10.114.3. Of course, eating and portioning out are not the same thing,
although both acts, in these cases, appear to be connected with the
soma or the amyjta- of the gods. 1.164.21-22, however, suggest a

matir updsthe yad dsocad iidhani). Liiders (1959, p. 390) recognizes that “der Asura
wird Dyaus sein”, and that Agni must here be the heavenly fire, though he is less
certain as to what to do with the “mother”: “Die Mutter, in deren Schofl Agni weilt,
wird wohl fiir die ,,Miitter” stehen, in deren SchoB3 der himmlische [Agni] 6fter
erscheint”. (Brackets by Alsdorf.) Another possibility is that we are here faced with
an androgynous Dyaus. Cf. also 10.124, where the “Father Asura” inside whom Agni
has been dwelling (antdr asminn, st. 4) is usually identified as Dyaus.

3 Cf. Liiders 1951, p- 300, who likewise sees the bird here as the sun: “Fiir die Sonne
ist also der Aufenthalt in dem Meere ebenso charakteristisch wie das Uberschauen der
Welt.”

" patamgdm aktém dsurasya maydya hydd pasyanti ménasa vipascitah / samudré
antah kavayo vi caksate mdricinam padam ichanti vedhdsah //.

115 Qee the passages from RV and AV in Kirfel, op. cit., p. 31 (who, however,
wrongly takes Soma in the RV to be the moon).
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similar notion of a distribution of divine nourishment, mentioning a
plurality of “honey-eating” birds who cry out for a “share of amjta-".
(An image inspired by the sight of parent birds feeding their
young?''®) If one of the two birds can be identified as the moon, its
“eating” would refer to the moon’s waxing. Thieme, as we have seen,
thought that what is “eaten” by the moon must be the light of heaven,
which may be designated as amjta-. Middle Vedic texts, though, often
state that the moon, “king Soma”, is the food of the gods (e.g., SB
1.6.4.5, 11.2.5.3: somo rdja devanam annam yac candramah),
consumed by them during the fortnight of the waning moon. We find
the theory already developed in RV 10.85.5: “When they drink you
up, o god, then you swell again. Vayu is the guardian of Soma; the
moon (mdsa) is the form of the years.”''” One Middle Vedic theory
holds that the soma, during the moon’s waning, enters the plants and
waters and, after these have been consumed by cattle, the milk of
cows; this is then used up by brahmins in the sacrifice, which causes
the moon to wax again.""® The waxing of the moon is rarely described
in terms of its “eating”;119 rather, the moon itself is consumed and
made to wane. It is, however, conceivable that the bird’s eating the
“fig” in 1.164.20 is a poet’s way of referring to the moon’s swelling.
The plural birds feeding on the same figs in 21-2 may then be the
cause of its waning; this would correspond to the gods’ receiving their
“share” in 10.85.19 and 10.114.3, and their consuming king Soma in
Middle Vedic texts.'”’

'8 Thieme (p. 61 n. 2) brings (cautiously) up the possibility of the two birds in
10.114.3 actually being a couple — a male and a female; the masculine dual in suparna
and the meaning “male” of vjsana being cases of elliptic dual (cf. Delbriick 2009
[1888], p. 98). Nothing seems, however, to speak for this suggestion; the two birds in
1.164.20 are both male (cf. anydh ... anyo). The explicit statement that the birds are
male (v/sand) may be a way of telling us, using the riddle-like style of the poets, that
their unspoken names are masculine; all the Vedic names for the sun and the moon
are masculine.

" vt tva deva prapibanti tata G pyayase pinah / vayih sémasya raksitd sémanam
mdsa akytih //.

'8 This theory is often stated in connection with the samndyya rite, an offering of
milk to Indra. Cf. Wilden, op. cit., pp. 79-94.

9°Cf. the late text SB 1.6.3.17 (where the swelling Moon/Soma, who is here
identified with the slain demon Vrtra, is called a “food-eater”, annada-).

120 Mention should be made of another passage — 5.54.12a-b — featuring figs (pippala-
), which have been interpreted as soma: “You shake, o Maruts, the shining fig from
the firmament, whose splendor is ungraspable to the outsider.” (tam ndkam aryé
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Much has been written about the ancient Indian conception of a
cosmic tree, and the connection of this tree to the drink of
immortality.'”' The Vedic world-tree is usually an agvattha, though in
some of the earliest mentions it is not specified what kind of species it
belongs to. It is probably the cosmic or celestial tree that is referred to
in RV 10.135.1a-b as “the tree of beautiful foliage, under (or ‘in’?)
which Yama drinks in company with the gods”,'”* and in the much-

discussed 1.24.7:

In the bottomless space, king Varuna, of purified intellect, holds the
tip of the tree upwards. [The branches] stand downwards, the bottom
above; may their rays be laid down in us.'”

This inverted tree recurs in several younger texts, where it is specified
that it is an a$vattha. In Katha Upanisad 6.1,"* we are given a famous
description of this tree, which is here identified with the cosmos:

This eternal a$vattha-tree has its roots above and its branches
downwards. It is the semen, it is brahman, it alone is called amyta. All
the worlds rest on it; no one passes beyond it.'*

In Taittiriya Aranyaka 1.11.5, we are merely told that the one who
knows the “tree with its roots above and its branches downwards”
(dardhvamiilam avaksakham vrksam) overcomes death. The inverted
tree as a representation of the cosmos recurs, more or less reduced to
an allegory, in MU 6.4 and Bhagavadgita 15.1ff.

agrbhitasocisam rusat pippalam maruto vi dhinutha.) Cf. Viennot 1954, p. 27,
Oberlies 2012, p. 433 n. 164, who both make the comparison with 1.164.20-22. The
reference would be to the soma descending from heaven with the rain sent by the
Maruts.

12l yaluable studies of the Vedic “world-tree” or “tree of life” (as it is variously
called) include Kirfel 1967 [1920], p. 7; Thieme 1949; Viennot 1954, p. 25ff, 74ff;
Bosch 1990 [1964]; Kuiper 1983, pp. 76ff, 123ff, 143ff; Emeneau 1988; Lommel
1978, pp. 389-400, 512-23; Falk 1994. Cf. now also Oberlies 1998, Index, s.v.
“Weltenbaum”, and Parpola 2015, pp. 201-207, 278ff, 310-11.

122 3 dsmin vyksé supalasé devaih sampibate yamdh.

13 abudhné rdja varuno vdanasyordhvam stipam dadate pitddaksah / nicina sthur
upari budhna esam asmé antar nihitah ketavah syuh //.

12T have used Olivelle’s (1998) edition for all Upanisads, except for the MaitrT and
Mahanarayana Upanisads, for which van Buitenen’s (1962) and Varenne’s (1960)
editions have been employed.

125 grdhvamiilo 'vaksakha eso 'Svatthah sanatanah / tad eva Sukram tad brahma tad
evamytam ucyate / tasminil lokah $ritah sarve tad u natyeti kascana //.



32 Per-Johan Norelius

Early scholars suggested that the image of the inverted a$vattha must
have been the result of a conflation with the nyagrodha-tree, with its
downward-hanging aerial roots."”* Emeneau, while pointing out the
absurdity of the idea that Indians would confuse the two trees, still
held that the inverted tree of unspecified species in RV 1.24.7 must
have been a nyagrodha, and that a stereotyped image of an upside-
down tree eventually was transposed to the more sacred asvattha.'”’ At
the same time he noted that an inverted tree is a widespread motif that
appears in cosmologies and myths throughout Eurasia.'*® This latter
fact, well-known from ethnology, made Kuiper conclude — rightly, I
think — that “[t]he idea that a nyagrodha could have been meant ... is
no longer discussible”.'” The tree, then, has no naturalistic basis, its
invertedness having a purely mythico-cosmological meaning.

An a$vattha, growing in the Himalayas, is also mentioned in a
passage occurring in AV 5.4.3, 6.95.1, and 19.39.6 (AVP 7.10.6,
19.11.1, 20.51.8); it is part of a charm dealing with the healing kustha-
plant:

The asvattha-tree is the seat of the gods in the third heaven from here.
There the gods procured the kushtha, the visible manifestation of
amrita (ambrosia)."*° (5.4.3, tr. Bloomfield.)

19.39.6 adds: “The all-healing kustha stands together with soma.”'!

The healing herb is here identified with the amyta, which, as we
have seen, is also found in the crown of the tree in RV 1.164.20-22.
The passage is also the first clear example of a transposition of the

126 Cf. the references to Charpentier, Deussen, Garbe, and Otto in Emeneau, op. cit.,
p. 24. The view that the nyagrodha must be meant in RV 1.24.7 is still to be found in
Bosch, op. cit., p. 69 n. 12; cf. now also Parpola, op. cit., pp. 201-204 (who sees the
mythical tree here as derived from the culture of the Indus Civilization).

127 Op. cit., pp. 24-5. On the prominent part played by the agvattha in Vedic ritual and
imagination, see e.g. Krick 1982, Index, s.v. Asvattha.

128 It appears in the mythologies of various subarctic peoples, as well as in mediaeval
Christian, Jewish, and Islamic traditions, where it has taken on an allegorical meaning
similar to the one in the Bhagavadgita (the phenomenal world originating from the
divine or celestial sphere, in which it is “rooted”). Studies of the image of the inverted
tree include Jacoby 1928; Kagarow 1929; Coomaraswamy 1977; Holmberg 1996, pp.
25, 67; Eliade 1996 [1958], p. 274ff; and, especially, Edsman 1966.

129 Kuiper 1983, pp. 145-46.

B30 y$vatthé devasddanas trtiyasyam ité divi / tatramytasya cdksanam devah kistham
avanvata //.

B sd kistho visvabhesajah sakam somena tisthati.
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cosmic tree to heaven, as Thieme noted. The words “in the third
heaven from here” (tytiyasyam it6 divi) recur in Chandogya Upanisad
8.5.3, describing Brahman’s heaven; in this celestial paradise we find,
interestingly, an asvattha-tree called Somasavana, “Flowing with
soma”, again suggesting a connection with the drink of immortality.
(In the Kausttaki Upanisad, 1.3, the name of the celestial tree is Ilya,
probably from il@-/ird-, “nourishment, refreshment”."*?) It should also
be pointed out that there is yet another context in which the words
trtiyasyam ito divi occur: in the Middle Vedic myth of the theft of the
soma from heaven by a bird of prey (suparna-). As Kuiper has
remarked, '** the various versions of this story often include a
stereotyped phrase, “The soma was in the third heaven (from
here)”;* it is clearly derived from the AV passage quoted above.
Though no celestial tree is mentioned in this story, and it never is
made clear whether the soma fetched by the bird is the plant or the
liquid, it is clear that the “third heaven from here” in the Black
Yajurveda has become a stereotyped expression associated with the
heaven where the soma or amj'ta was located."*’

Elsewhere, mention is made of a tree at the centre of the world,
under the name of Plaksa Prasravana, the “fig-tree at the spring”." It
is said to stand at the source of the sacred river Sarasvaﬁ;137 here is the
world of heaven (svarga- loka-). This world is reached through the
sarasvatasattra-,"" a pilgrimage from the place where the Sarasvati
disappears in the desert to its source in the Himalayas, at the foot of

132 Cf. Thieme 1949, p. 69 n. 4.

133 Kuiper 1996, p. 230ff.

B4 petiyasyam vai divi séma asit: MS 4.4.1; Kathaka Samhita 30.10; Kapisthala-Katha
Samhita 46; tytiyasyam ité divi séma dsit: Kathaka Samhita 23.10; Kapisthala-Katha
Samhita 37.1; TS 3.5.7.1; TB 1.1.3.10, 3.2.1.1.

135 Kuiper himself does not remark on the presence of the ambrosia and soma there
already in the AV.

136 Cf. Macdonell & Keith 2007 [1912], s.v.; Kirfel, op. cit., p. 7; Thieme, op. cit., p.
70 (“der Feigenbaum an der Quelle [der Sarasvati]”’; Bharadwaj 1978.

17 The statement, found e.g. in Macdonell & Keith, op. cit., that some sources
(notably PB 25.10.16, for which see a later note) locate the tree at the place where the
Sarasvati disappears in the desert, has been shown by Bharadwaja (esp. p. 480ff) to be
based on a misunderstanding.

138 See also Krick, op. cit., pp. 496-99. The pilgrimage along the Sarasvati to the
entrance of heaven recurs as a motif in parts of the Mahabharata: Austin 2008.
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the ﬁg-tree.139 As Witzel™ has demonstrated, the celestial Sarasvati —
the Milky Way, seen as the heavenly counterpart of the terrestrial river
— is meant. The explicit statement that the tree stands in the middle of
the world makes it the clearest Vedic example of the conception of an
axis mundi. The notion that it stands at the source of the Sarasvati
further seems to connect it with the celestial tree Somasavana or Ilya,
which is said to stand near some body of water — the “pond
Airammadiya”141 and two “oceans” in the Chandogya passage, or the
“river Vijara” and the “lake Ara” in the Kausitaki (1.3). These are
probably Upanisadic incarnations of the heavenly waters of the Vedic
hymns.'* In epic and other post-Vedic sources, we find the notion of
a gigantic banyan tree (nyagrodha-) standing in the ocean;'® the
imposing banyan would here seem to have replaced the a$vattha.

139 «At a distance of a journey of forty[-four] days on horseback from the spot where
the Sarasvati is lost (in the sands of the desert), (is situated) Plaksa prasravana. At the
same distance from here (from the earth) (is situated) the world of heaven; they go to
the world of heaven by a journey commensurate with the Sarasvati.” (PB 25.10.16, tr.
Caland; my brackets. catuscatvarimsad asvinani sarasvatya vinasandat plaksah
prasravanas tavad itah svargo lokah sarasvatisammitenddhvana svargam lokam
yanti.) In JB 2.298 (not cited by Macdonell & Keith; cf. Caland 1970 [1919], p. 201f,
for a translation), we learn: “They walk along the Sarasvati. Sarasvati is Speech. The
god-travelled path is Speech; they walk there along just the god-travelled path ...
They walk rising up to just that heavenly world. They walk from the Praksa
Prasravana. This Praksa Prasravana is the end of Speech; where the end of Speech is,
there is the heavenly world. They go here to just that heavenly world.” (My tr.;
sarasvatyd yanti. vag vai sarasvati, vag u devayanah panthda. devayanenaiva tat patha
yanti ... svargam eva tal lokam rohanto yanty, a praksat prasravanad yanty, esa u ha
vai vaco ‘nto yat praksah prasravapo; yatra ha vai vdco ‘ntas tat svargo lokah.
svargam evaital lokam gacchanti.) In JUB 4.26.12 (quoted below), the tree is said to
stand in the centre of the earth and the sky.

0 Witzel 1984.

41 “Fiir: *giramadiya Nahrung (ir@) und Rauschtrank (mada) (d. h. Milch und Soma)
enthaltend?” (Thieme, p. 69 n. 1.)

2 Thieme (p. 69) further compares these trees to the parijata-, a flower-bearing
celestial tree that grows in Indra’s heaven, according to classical Sanskrit literature.
The name, he suggests, is a prakrt word derived from an original *parejata-, “growing
(lit. “born’) on the shore”. In Kalidasa’s Raghuvams$a, 10.11, Visnu, resting on the
primeval waters, is said to appear “like another Parijata in the midst of the waters”
(apam madhye parijatam ivaparam). (The likeness is due to his (four) bangled arms,
which are said to be reminiscent of tree-branches.) The image, then, is one of a
celestial tree standing surrounded by water.

3 In the Markandeya episode in the Mbh (3.180-221), the sage Markandeya, drifting
about on the surface of the water after the deluge, comes across an enormous banyan
(nyagrodham sumahantam vai visalam, 186.81; cf. 186.114) in whose branches a
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Comparatively little attention has been paid to the — certainly late —
passage Mbh 5.45.9, a part of the Upanisadic-style Sanatsujatiya.'** If
read together with the two preceding stanzas (7-8), it may, however,
shed some important light on the ancient Indian conception of the
world-tree.

The powerful ones then travel along the twelvefold stream, the terrible
honey guarded by the gods.

[Refrain:] The yogins behold the eternal Lord.

Having collected it, the bee drinks the half-monthly honey. The Lord
arranged it as an oblation among all beings. The yogins etc.

Wingless ones have rushed toward the golden-leafed as$vattha; having
there become birds, they fly out in their respective directions. The
yogins etc.'®’

The “honey” (madhu), which is said to be twelvefold (dvadasapiiga-)
and “half-monthly” (ardhamdsa-), would be the soma (the
“oblation”), being consumed in the fortnight of the waning moon. The
bee’s collecting and then drinking the honey would seem to refer to
the waxing and waning of the moon, respectively, in which case the
image of the moon as a collection or receptacle of soma is implied; or
the bee itself may be the moon, and the drinking what causes it to
swell for a half month, like the fig-eating bird in Thieme’s
interpretation. That the golden-leafed asvattha is no ordinary tree, but
related to the a$vattha in Katha Upanisad and other texts, need hardly
be said. The birds are reminiscent of those in RV 1.164.21-2, which

divine child (the creator, Narayana) is reposing. In a somewhat similar episode in the
Kathasaritsagara (26.3), a fishing ship happens to come upon the “divine banyan-tree”
(devo vatadrumah), rising like a mountain in the midst of the sea; under it is a vast
maelstrom (sumahavartam) which drags the ship down to the submarine fire
(vadavamukham). (9-10.) The maelstrom may conceivably represent the centre of the
ocean.

1% Cf. van Buitenen 1978 for a complete translation.

145 dvadasapiigam saritam devaraksitam / madhu iSantas tada samcaranti ghoram /
yoginas tam prapasyanti bhagavantam sanatanam //

tad ardhamdasam pibati samcitya bhramaro madhu / iSanah sarvabhiitesu
havirbhiitam akalpayat / yoginas tam prapasyanti bhagavantam sanatanam //
hiranyaparnam asvattham abhipatya apaksakah / te tatra paksino bhiitva prapatanti
yathadisam / ...
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seek the amyta; their getting wings and flying away presumably mean
that they attain immortality, or liberation.'

The world-tree, then, is a fig-tree (asvattha, plaksa), standing in the
centre of the world, or sometimes in heaven; and closely associated
with the heavenly waters and the drink of immortality. Sometimes it is
said to stand in an inverted position, an image taken up by a later
tradition and turned into an allegory of the world. But what may have
been the original meaning of this conception? Kuiper put forward an
ingenious theory that sought to explain the inverted tree in the light of
early Vedic cosmology.'’ Attaching special significance to the fact
that Varuna, the god of the nocturnal sky and the waters (not least the
heavenly waters), is in RV 1.24.7 said to hold the inverted tree from
above, he went on to compare this passage to 5.85.3:

Varuna has poured out the jar, its brim turned downwards, over
heaven and earth and the atmosphere. The king of the whole universe
moistens the earth with it, like rain (moistens) barley.'**

The “jar” (kdvandha-) is clearly used by the god for pouring out the
heavenly waters over the earth, in the form of fructifying rain or, as
seems to be the case here, dew.'® This heavenly jar or pail is,
however, not unique to this particular passage; in fact, it figures rather
often in the RV and the AV, and is handled by a number of different
gods, most often the Maruts or storm-gods, who are closely associated
with rainfall."® They use the “jar” (for which the word kdsa- is most
often used) to draw (& cyavaya-) water from the heavenly ocean, then

16 Like the post-Vedic descriptions of the inverted tree, these passages probably
reflect younger ideological trends. The honey being “terrible” (ghora-) may point to
the notion that even the gods are stuck in metempsychosis, and that the prolonged life
gained from soma or amyta- is not true immortality. If the tree, as in Bhagavadgita
etc., represents the (physical) world, then the birds’ getting wings and leaving the tree
would seem to be an image for final liberation from the chain of rebirths.

147 Kuiper 1983, chap. 6: “The Heavenly Bucket”.

® nicinabaram vdarunah kavandham pra sasarja rodast antariksam / téna visvasya
bhivanasya raja yavam nd vystir vy unatti bhiima //.

9 If rainfall were the object of the passage, the words “like rain” (nd vrstir) would
make a rather clumsy comparison (rain falling on the earth being likened to rain that
falls on barley). If Kuiper’s inference is right, the setting would further be the
nocturnal sky; making it likely that the reference is to dew falling on earth during the
night.

130 Kuiper, op. cit., p. 147ff.
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they tilt it so that the water is poured out as rain. Probably it is the
same jar that is referred to in the mahdavrata festival, where young
women, in what appears to be a rain-making ritual, walk around the
marjaliya fire with water-filled pitchers (kumbha-) on their heads,
chanting, “This is honey!” (idam madhu); the head representing the
sky according to JB 2.404."" Liiders' recognized that this jar must
be identical with what is elsewhere in the RV referred to as the
“spring” (utsa-), “well” (avatd-), or “udder”" (iidhan-)"* of the sky,
from which flow streams of “honey” (madhu). That this spring is the
source of rainfall can be inferred from passages such as: “They who,
like drops, blow over heaven and earth with the rains, milking the
inexhaustible spring”'> (8.7.16); “... the Maruts, bearing pails, cause
the spring to swell, as the mighty ones roared; they moisten the earth
with the sap of the honey”"® (5.54.8); “They milk the thundering,
inexhaustible spring” "7 (1.64.6); “They who pour out the
inexhaustible spring, who constantly sprinkle the sap into the
plants”*® (AV 4.27.2), etc.'” That the contents of the jar or spring are

B! etad vai pratyaksam divo ripam yan miirdha; pointed out by Witzel 1996, p. 535
and n. 19. Cf. transl. by Caland 1970 [1919], pp. 215-16. For the ritual, see e.g.
Rolland 1972, esp. p. 18ff; Thite 1975, pp. 100-103.

152 Liiders 1959, pp. 375-95. His conclusions were largely accepted by Kuiper, op.
cit., p. 141ff, who however argued that the jar or spring actually belongs to the
netherworld, being situated above the earth only at night. On the heavenly spring cf.
now also Oberlies 2012, Index, s.v. Soma-Born.

133 Like an udder, the spring is said to have four apertures from which its contents
flow (AV 18.4.30a-b: “They milk the vessel, the jar with four openings, this honey-
rich cow, for well-being”, kdsam duhanti kalasam caturbilam idam dhenum
madhumatim svastaye). As Liiders (1951, p. 285; cf. 1959, p. 381) noted, its four
streams are the precursors of the four rivers flowing down the slopes of the world-
mountain Meru in post-Vedic cosmology. Kuiper (1983, p. 142) suggested, as we
have seen, that this image is implied in the young woman with four plaits in RV
10.114.3.

% In fact, some adjectives used to designate this spring or receptacle (which is
frequently said to be “milked” by the gods) occur elsewhere as ways of referring to
the udder of a cow: cf. the “udder with four apertures” (iidhas cdturbilan) in RVKh
4.12.1, and the “cow with opening(s) downwards” (gdvi nicinabare) in RV 10.106.10.
In both cases, ordinary cows are described.

155 yé drapsd iva rédast dhamanty anu vystibhih / titsam duhdnto dksitam //.

156" . maritah kabandhinah / pinvanty titsam ydd indso dsvaran vy indanti prthivim
mdadhvo andhasa //.

7 itsam duhanti standyantam dksitam.

18 yitsam dksitam vydcanti yé sada ya asiricanti rasam osadhisu.

199 1 refer to Liiders 1959, p. 385ff.
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frequently referred to as “honey” does not speak against this, as water,
especially the heavenly waters (divyd apah), is often said to be or to
contain honey, ghee, milk, amyta-, or soma. The notion underlying
such descriptions is that a heavenly sap or essence (rdsa-), on which
the gods feed and which is concentrated in the soma and other
libations, is contained in water, reaching earth through rainfall and
entering into plants and the milk of cows.'®

Back to the jar with its bottomside up. Kuiper notes that the two
passages 1.24.7 and 5.85.3 both treat a situation wherein something is
held downwards (nicina-; nicinabdra-) by Varuna, who must here be
envisaged as residing in the night-sky. Seeking to reconcile the god’s
seemingly conflicting functions as ruler of both the nocturnal sky
(containing the heavenly waters) and the underworld (with the
subterranean waters), he posits a conception of a nightly inversion of
heaven and underworld, whereby the cosmic tree, connecting heaven
and earth (and underworld), is turned upside-down so that its roots,
and Varuna’s underworld, temporarily appear above the earth. The
vessel, standing in Varuna’s dwelling at the root of the tree, is then
turned downwards, and its contents are emptied out over the earth.

Kuiper’s theory has not met with unanimous .':1cceptance.161
Certainly the cosmological image it describes is fantastic, and its
reconstruction rests heavily upon two passages occurring in different
hymns. It has, however, received some support from Bodewitz,162
who, while skeptical to parts of Kuiper’s theory, has shown that the
waters of heaven and those under the earth are often interchangeable
in the cosmological classifications of Middle Vedic texts, suggesting
that they are, in fact, identical.

160 See Rnnow 1927, chap. 2: “Das Lebenswasser”; cf. Liiders, op. cit., p. 351ff.

11 Klaus (1986), whose study however deals with younger (Middle Vedic) materials,
states (p. 69): “KUIPERs Ansichten lassen sich nach unseren Quellen nicht belegen.
Von dem kosmischen Baum wissen diese nichts.” According to Oberlies (2012, p.
421 n. 56), the theory “hat in den Texten keinerlei Stiitze, von der blofen
Wahrscheinlichkeit der Existenz einer solchen Konzeption einmal ganz abgesehen”.
Wilden (2000), though generally critical of Kuiper’s approach to the texts, does not
treat the rain-jar in her monograph on Vedic rain-theories.

162 Bodewitz 1982, 2000.
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The heavenly soma-vessel and the stars of Ursa Maior

A connection between the nocturnal sky and the rain-vessel has,
however, been definitely established by Kuiper’s disciple, Witzel,'"
who has brought the previously neglected passage AV 10.8.9 into the
discussion of the heavenly vessel.'* It may be translated as follows:

The bowl (camasa) has its opening sideways and its bottom above. In
it, dazzling glory is deposited.

There sit together seven seers, who have become the guardians of the
great one.'®

The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 2.2.3, has a partly different version:

The bowl has its opening downwards and its bottom above. In it,
dazzling glory is deposited. On its rim sit seven seers, with Speech,
united with brahman, as the eighth.'®

The Upanisad goes on to comment upon this stanza, claiming that the
overturned bowl is the human body, in which reside seven vital forces
(prdnas).167 At the same time, however, it gives us the proper names
of the seven seers sitting on the bowl: they are Gotama, Bharadvaja,
Visvamitra, Jamadagni, Vasistha, Kasyapa, and Atri. (2.2.4.) These
are among the most common names assigned to the mythical “seven
seers” (saptarsayah), although they vary. Now, the “Seven Seers” is
the name of the constellation Ursa Maior (the Great Wain, the Big
Dipper) with its seven stars. 1% Witzel makes the following
observations on the shape and movements of this constellation:

' Witzel 1996.

' The significance of this passage for Vedic cosmography and starlore had been
pointed out by Brereton (1991) in a lengthy discussion.

15 tiryagbilas camasd drdhvabudhnas tdsmin ydso nihitam visvéripam / tad dsata
Jsayah sapta sakam yé asyd gopd mahaté babhivid //.

18 arvagbilas camasa irdhvabudhnas tasmin yaso nihitam visvaripam / tasydsata
rsayah sapta tire vag astami brahmana samvidaneti /.

17 The localization of the seven seers in the human body is actually not entirely
fortuitous, but is found in some other texts: cf. Ehlers 2007 (who posits a parallelism
between the body and the stars of Ursa Maior).

' On this constellation and its designations in ancient India, cf. Mitchiner 2000
[1982]; Witzel 1999; Scherer 1953, pp. 131-41. Cf. now also Parpola 2015, pp. 196-
98, 209, 311 (who, of course, posits an Indus Civilization origin).
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If one actually observes the movement of Ursa Maior one can easily
see that this asterism actually turns upside down every night. [...]
Observation [...] shows that the Great Wain/Wagon/Bear/Ursa Maior
has the form of a big ladle that is emptied out every night: it slowly
turns around, scooping up the heavenly water and then releasing it
over the earth lying beneath it.'®

He further notes that this asterism has been called or likened to a
water-containing vessel in many cultures.'”

These observations certainly support Kuiper’s theory of a
connection between the rain-vessel and the nocturnal sky. They also
explain why the opening of the vessel is said to be sideways instead of
downwards in the AV passage: this is well in keeping with the
movements of Ursa Maior."”' But there is more, I think, that can be
gleaned from this localization of the vessel. The Seven Seers are
mentioned in connection with the cosmic tree, Plaksa Prasravana, in
JUB 4.26.12:

Just one span to the north of the Plaksa Prasravana is the middle of the
earth. And where these Seven Seers are, there is the middle of the sky.
(Tr. Oertel, slightly modified.)'’

Thieme'” translates the last part, “Und wo diese ‘Sieben Seher’ (Ursa
major) sich befinden, [um das MaB einer Spanne nordlich davon] da
ist die Mitte des Himmels”; justifying, in a footnote, the brackets with
the remark that “ja nicht Ursa major sondern der Polarstern (Ursa
minor o) die Mitte des Himmels bezeichnet”. It is true that the
constellation is situated somewhat to the north of the northern celestial
pole, and that the Seven Seers are usually said to be “in the north” in
Vedic texts.'”* Any polestar proper did, however, probably not exist at
the time of the composition of this text (before the middle of the 1%

199 Witzel 1996, p. 540. Cf. the plates on p. 544, showing the movements of the
constellation as they would have appeared over Panjab around 1800 B.C.E.
170 :

Op. cit., pp. 541-42.
1 Op. cit., p. 537 n. 23.
"2 plaksasya prasravanasya pradesamatrad udak tat pythivyai madhyam. atha
yatraite sapta ysayas tad divo madhyam. Witzel (1984, p. 224) points out that the tree
is located at the divo madhyam also in the unpublished Vadhila Pitrmedhasiitra.
173 s

Thieme 1949, p. 70.
1" Cf. Mitchiner, op. cit., p. 107f.
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millennium B.C.E.).'” The present polestar, Polaris or a Ursae

Minoris, did not reach this position until after the 6™ century B.C.E.;
in ancient India, the polestar (dhruva-, the “fixed one”) is first
mentioned in late Vedic texts (TA, Grhyasiitras) which can be dated to
the last few centuries B.C.E." It is very possible, then, that the
passage quoted lets the Seven Seers represent the centre of the sky, in
the absence of a polestar proper. This is the solution suggested by
Mitchiner: “Since the constellation of the Seven Rsis or Ursa Major is
that closest to the centre-point or ‘pivot’ of the sky, the above passage
may be seen as a poetic — if astronomically slightly imprecise — way
of expressing their location.”'”” In conclusion, it appears that the
constellation was associated with the cosmic tree and the centre of the
world; as the tree is said to stand in the middle of the earth, we must
think of the Seven Seers as situated above it, or in it. In the custody of
these seers is the heavenly jar which, according to Kuiper, stands in
the tree and is overturned each night.

I would like to draw some attention to the mantra TS 4.2.9.1 (=
MNU 370-71), which has so far been neglected in scholarly

15 The problem of the polestar in ancient Indian literature has been treated in detail
by Liebert 1968/1969.

176 Liebert’s high date for the Grhyasiitras (800-600 B.C.E.) makes him identify the
star Kochab (f Ursae Minoris), which was close to the pole at this time, as the
“polestar” of the texts. He also thinks that the dhruvadarsana-rite of the Grhyasiitras,
in which a newly-wedded bride is made to point towards the polestar, “originally”
concerned Thuban (a Draconis), which was located at the pole in the early third
millennium B.C.E.; and that the ritual originated among the indigenous populations of
India, to be taken up by the Indo-Aryans only at a late date. Liebert has recently been
followed by Parpola (2015, pp. 200-201), who holds that the origins of the rite must
date “from the time of the Indus civilization”. I do not see any reasons for these
conjectures. As the earliest Grhyasiitras are today dated to the last few centuries
B.C.E., the polestar referred to is most likely to have been Polaris; and the
dhruvadarsana- may well have originated only at this time (after Polaris had become
the polestar), making it unnecessary to assume some pre-Aryan ritual that had
survived throughout the millennia to resurface in the literature at this late date.

T Op .cit., p. 108. He adds: “... the constellation of the Seven Rsis would at this
earlier period have been not only perhaps the most easily recognisable constellation in
the northern hemisphere, but also unquestionably that closest to what was then the
northern celestial pole.” Something similar may be the case in RV 10.82.2, where the
blessed departed are said to revel “beyond the Seven Seers” (ydtra saptaysin pard);
this would seem to designate the highest point of heaven.
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treatments of the Seven Seers'” — understandably enough, as the
“seers” are not here referred to as such. There can, however, hardly be
any doubt as to who are meant. I give the following translation:

The inspired thoughts flow together like streams, becoming purified
inside through heart and mind. I look at the streams of ghee. In their
midst there is a golden reed.

On it sits a honey-making bird (suparnd-), nesting, apportioning
honey to the deities. On its (the reed’s?) rim sit seven yellow ones,
milking forth by their own force the stream of amyta-.""

The first verse corresponds to RV 4.58.6a-b and 5c-d, although these
two half-verses have switched place here. Their meaning in the
Rgvedic hymn seems to be wholly ritualistic, dealing with the
libations poured into the sacrificial fire (which is perhaps the “golden
reed”); as is often the case in these hymns, the inspired thoughts of the
poet are at the same time “purified” in his heart, like the soma-juice
poured through the strainer. In the Yajurvedic mantra, the context
seems to be different; the half-verse preceding RV 4.58.6a-b has been
placed after it, presumably so that the bird introduced in the next verse
could be placed on the “golden reed”.

The seven “yellow ones” sitting on the rim can easily be
identified as the Seven Seers; the verse being a variant of the one
quoted by the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (2.2.3) as tasyasata rsayah
sapta tire. (AV 10.8.9 has tdd asata ysayah saptd.) They are said to be
“milking forth” the “stream of amrta”, being the ones who pour out
the contents of the heavenly jar. The golden reed also appears in AV
10.7.41: “He who knows the golden reed standing in the primordial
flood (salild-), he is the hidden Prajapati.”'™ The passage occurs in a
hymn that extols Skambha, the “Support”, a cosmic pillar holding
heaven and earth apart (10.7.7, 12, 35 etc.); it is sometimes described
as a tree with branches (10.7.21, cf. 38). The golden reed in the

178 1t is not referred to either by Mitchiner, Witzel, or Brereton. It is however listed by
Bloomfield (1906) as a variant of the mantra fasyasata ysayah sapta tire (for which
see above).

9 sam it sravanti sarito nd dhénah / antar hydd manasa piiydmandah / ghytasya dhéra
abhi cakasimi / hiranydyo vetasé madhya asam // tasmint suparné madhukyt kulayt
bhajann aste madhu devdtabhyah / tasydsate hdrayah saptd tire svadham dihand
amytasya dhiram //.

180 6 vetasam hiranydyam tisthantam salilé véda / s vai gihyah prajépatih //.
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Yajurvedic mantra would seem to be the cosmic tree, which, as we
have seen, is often said to stand in water, like a reed; as for its being
golden, the “golden-leafed asvattha” of the Sanatsujatiya comes to
mind.

Then there is the bird, “apportioning honey to the deities”
(bhdjann ... madhu devatabhyah), reminiscent of Soma who as the
moon “apportions the share to the gods” (bhagam devébhyo vi
dadhaty) in RV 10.85.19; the two birds in 10.114.3, perched “where
the gods have received their share” (yatra deva dadhiré
bhagadhéyam), or the birds in 1.164.21, crying out for the ‘“share”
(bhdgam) of the amrta. Of great interest is the word madhukyt, lit.
“honey-maker”, applied to the bird; this word also has the meaning
“bee”. We saw that the Sanatsujatiya speaks of a bee (bhramara-) that
collects and drinks the twelvefold, half-monthly “honey”, i.e. soma.
Both the bird and the bee are, I think, reflections of the fig-eating bird
in RV 1.164.20. The reason why now only one bird is mentioned may
be that the other, watching bird was of no significance to the image of
the bird that feeds on and distributes the drink of immortality, perched
on the world-tree; in other words, the watching bird became obsolete.

In 1.164.21, the “sweet fig” is said to be at the “top” (dgre) of
the (world-)tree (where, by implication, the fig-eating bird sits). This
would be the highest point of the sky, which is where the honey-
yielding jar or spring is to be found; this agrees well with the fact that
Ursa Maior, as we have seen, is situated close enough to the celestial
pole to be said to mark the “centre of the sky” in one text. We have
also seen that the soma is said to originate in the “third heaven”. The
ambrosial jar, then, rests at the upper end of the world-axis.'®'

181 But only at night, as Kuiper suggested? According to him, the ambrosial jar stands
among the subterranean roots of the tree in the day, to appear in the sky only at night.
The image of the figs may speak against such an interpretation in this case, as we
would expect them to grow on the branches. The tree in 1.164.20-22 may rather be an
example of the celestial tree, standing in the heavenly waters and extending its
branches beneath the firmament. It is clear that both images, that of the world-tree
rooted in the earth, supporting the sky, and that of the celestial or paradisiacal tree,
existed parallel to each other already in Rgvedic, and probably even in Proto-Indo-
Iranian, times (Oberlies 1998, p. 245 n. 472; 2012, pp. 76-7, 81, 190-91, 433 n. 164;
and cf. discussion below). The “top” of the celestial tree is probably simply the
crown, which would be at the summit of the sky; in its inverted, nocturnal position,
this crown may be identical with the night-sky (cf. Thieme), while the roots are above
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In view of all these celestial and sidereal associations, it does not seem
farfetched to interpret the plurality of birds in RV 1.164.21-2 as the
stars (Thieme), perhaps being identical with the Ancestors gone to
heaven (Hillebrandt). In favor of this latter view speak the well-
established beliefs in stars or asterisms as semi-deified ancestors or
heroes, in Vedic India as well as among other Indo-European
peoples'™ — the Seven Seers being one example — and the stress on
sacred knowledge in the Rgvedic stanzas: no one who “does not know
the Father” may reach the sweet fig at the top of the tree. This could
hardly refer to the gods. Those who seek to reach, through their
knowledge, the top of the tree — the firmament, where the celestial
soma is situated — would rather seem to be the priests who desire a
celestial existence — perhaps as stars — after death.' This existence is
in the heaven of the pious, “where the Adityas feed on honey on the
third firmament”'™ (AV 18.4.3), where Yama drinks in the company
of the gods (RV 10.35.1), where god-seeking men inebriate
themselves at the “spring of honey” (madhva utsah) (RV 1.154.5), and
the Ancestors venerate the “inexhaustible spring with a thousand
streams, with a hundred streams, expanding on the back of the
flood”"™ (AV 18.4.36).

We mentioned that no actual polestar was in existence in the
first half of the first millennium B.C.E., when most of the Middle
Vedic literature was composed. In the preceding millennium — at the
end of which the Vedic hymns were composed — the star Kochab or §
Ursae Minoris may have served starwatchers as a sort of polestar,
thanks to its brightness and proximity to the northern celestial pole; it
was however not as close to the pole as Polaris would later be. Around
1800 B.C.E. it formed, together with two stars in the constellation
Draco, a triangle around the pole."® Harry Falk, in a study supportive

it. This could explain the rays or lights (ketdvah) said to extend from the downward-
reaching branches in 1.24.7: these would refer to the stars.

82 For India cf. Hillebrandt 1999: I, p. 245; Oldenberg 1894, pp. 564-65; now also
Klaus 1986, pp. 156-7 (examples from Middle Vedic texts), Oberlies 1998, p. 471 n.
89; 2012, pp. 170-71, 409-10 n. 365.

'8 As we have seen, the birds in the Sanatsujatiya also appear to be the emancipated
souls; though this late text cannot be used as evidence here.

18 yatradityd madhu bhaksayanti tytiye néke.

185 sahdsradharam Satadharam itsam dksitam vyacydmanam salilisya prsthé / (...
upasate pitarah,).

1% Cf. Miiller 1970, p. 137 (with a chart).
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of Kuiper’s theory of the inverted tree and the nocturnal sky,187 has
suggested that these three stars are referred to in MU 6.4, which talks
about the world-tree as the “three-footed brahman with its root above

. called the One Asvattha” (ardhvamiilam tripad brahma ... eko
‘Svatthanama). Of course, this Upanisad is much later than the period
when these three stars circled the pole; but the possibility that it
preserves more ancient traditions is increased when one takes into
account that a “three-footed” cosmic being is mentioned already in the
Vedic hymns. Falk points out that the Purusa or cosmogonic giant of
RV 10.90 is said to have risen beyond the earth with “three feet”
(tripcfd irdhva ud ait purusah, 10.90.4); this Purusa sometimes
appears to be assimilated to the world-tree in later texts.'®® Falk also
identifies him with the obscure cosmogonic being Uttandpad who
gave birth to the earth according to RV 10.72.3 and whose name, as
Falk shows, means “the one with the soles of the feet turned
upwards”. Now, in the Harivams$a and some Puranas, Kochab is called
Uttanapada, while Polaris in the Mahabharata is referred to by the
patronymic Auttanapdda, indicating that the star that previously was
closest to the pole is the “father” of the present polestar.'™

%7 Falk 1994.

'8 E g in the Atharvavedic Skambha-hymns, and in Svetagvatara Upanisad 3.9,
where the Purusa “stands like a tree established in heaven” (vrksa iva stabdho divi
tisthaty). Here I would also like to mention Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 5.5.3, where the
Purusa’s head is said to be the earth, his arms, the atmosphere, and his legs (lit.
“support”, pratistha), the sky.

' Ibid. p. 12; Liebert, op. cit., p. 165ff; Bohtlingk & Roth, s.v. The notion that night
constitutes a temporary inversion of the ordered cosmos is reminiscent of the
conception of the underworld of the dead as a topsy-turvy place where everything is
the opposite of what we find in the world of the living: day here is night there, cattle
eat humans, up is down etc. (On this motif in India and elsewhere, see Lommel 1978,
pp. 211-27.) An inversion of up and down is referred to in the Mbh, 1.13.11, where
Jaratkaru finds his ancestors hanging upside down in a cave. Oberlies (1998, p. 465 n.
58; 2012, p. 488 n. 2) has briefly commented on the possible connection to the tree
held upside down by Varuna, but, being skeptical as to Kuiper’s theory of a nocturnal
inversion of the cosmos, he has not elaborated on the possibility of an association of
night with the world of the dead. Such a connection has, however, been forcefully
argued by Kuiper (1977, pp. 67-77; 1983, pp. 68ff, 80ff), who connects Varuna’s role
as the god of night with his being the ruler of the underworld, sometimes together
with Yama, the king of the dead (RV 10.14.7, 123.6). Night and death both constitute
deviations from the cosmic order, a notion which may well be expressed through the
image of an actual overturning of the cosmos.
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If these conjectures are right, they add further support to the
theory — forcefully argued by Thieme, Kuiper, and Witzel — of a
special association of the world-tree with the nocturnal sky, and the
celestial pole. This tree stands at the source of the Milky Way (the
celestial Sarasvati-river); at its top (or upturned bottomside?) stands
the heavenly jar amid the Seven Seers, seated close to the pole; in the
same tree sits Soma, the Moon, distributing the ambrosia of the gods,
and here is perhaps also the night-sun. This association with the night-
sky is easy enough to understand: the world-axis is typically believed
to be located in the middle of the world, at a point which can only be
determined at night, through the movements of the stars. In fact,
observation of the rotation of the stars around the fixed celestial pole
may well have been what gave rise to the conception of an axis mundi
in the first place.'” Among peoples of subarctic Eurasia, where beliefs
in a world-axis are especially widespread,”®' the axis is conceived of
variously as a tree or a pillar or wooden post, the polestar being
typically said to be immediately above it, in its crown or as a nail
gleaming from the top of the post.

It is difficult to say anything definite concerning the relationship
between the Rgvedic ambrosial jar, which yields rain'”* (containing
the soma-juice), and the moon, which later becomes the celestial
Soma as well as the source of rainfall."”® (That there is no evidence for
the moon being identified with Soma before the late hymn RV 10.85

1% Hultkrantz (1996) has pointed out that the turning of the sky around a fixed point is
most clearly visible far up in the northern hemisphere, which would explain the
prominence of beliefs in a world-axis among subarctic peoples in Eurasia and North
America, as compared to the scarcity of such conceptions in, for instance, the ancient
Mediterranean civilizations. Possibly, these circumstances may explain the absence of
a world-tree in younger Indian mythology, and the early transposition of the tree to
heaven, as the early Indo-Aryans migrated southwards. The presence of conceptions
of an inverted world-tree among North and Central Asiatic peoples also suggests that
the Vedic Aryans brought the belief in a world-tree with them to the South Asian
subcontinent from more northerly regions.

1 Cf. Hultkrantz, op. cit.; Holmberg, op. cit.; Paulson in Paulson, Hultkrantz &
Jettmar 1962, pp. 28-32; Eliade 1964, chap. 8.

%2 L iiders 1959, p- 372: “Der Regen stammt im letzten Grunde aus dem Somaquell im
hochsten Himmel”.

13 The question was raised but left aside by Kuiper 1983, p. 146.
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is more or less uncontested.”) Although it is sometimes stated in

secondary literature that the moon is a receptacle containing the soma,
from which gods or Ancestors drink, this seems in fact to be a post-
Vedic conception;'” while Middle Vedic texts frequently state that the
moon, king Soma, is “the food of the gods”, no vessel is mentioned.'*®
The connection between Soma (not yet identified with the moon!) and
rainfall is a well-established belief already in the RV;"’ and the notion
that the sacred juice descends to earth with the rain goes back to
Proto-Indo-Iranian times."”® Now, is this conception independent from
that of the ambrosial rain-jar? I think not. The soma (PIlr *sduma-)
clearly was thought to originate in heaven, in a spring or receptacle
situated in the celestial ocean, whence it reached earth with the rain.'”
As the jar or spring becomes obsolete in Middle Vedic beliefs, it
would make sense that the moon, now identified with the celestial
Soma of the RV, has taken over at least its most important functions
(as the source of rainfall and the nourishment of the gods).

194 Criticisms of Hillebrandt’s (1999: I) view that the moon is already identified with
Soma throughout the RV include Oldenberg 1967, pp. 49-62; Macdonell 1897, p. 113;
Vodskov 1897, pp. 276-87; Keith 2007 [1925], p. 171; Liders 1959, pp. 698-701;
Gonda 1985.

195 Examples from epic and classical Sanskrit texts in Gonda 1985; Hillebrandt 1999:
I, pp. 195-97.

1% The question has been dealt with by Klaus, op. cit., pp. 148-51, who notes that the
earliest mention of the moon as a receptacle for the soma seems to be JB 1.136,
speaking of the “juice” (rasa-) that is collected in the moon. In the rather innovative
arrangement of SvB, 6.1-2, the earth, atmosphere, and sky are said to be three bowls
(patra-), which are drunk empty successively by the gods for three five-day periods
during the fortnight of the waning moon; the remaining “sixteenth part” (the new
moon) descends on earth and enters plants, trees, cattle, and brahmins. Here the
sixteen-part moon (sodasakalo vai candramah) appears to be the content of the three
bowls, rather than the receptacle itself.

7 Lommel 1978, pp. 314-23; Liiders, op. cit., pp. 339-441.

%8 Oberlies 1998, p. 245 n. 472; 2012, pp. 77, 81, 191.

199 Thus Liiders.
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Honey, ambrosia, and soma

The association of both the jar and the moon with night also speaks in
favor of this conclusion.”® It is clearly closely connected with the
conception of a celestial ocean, which, as has been seen, is located in
the nocturnal sky. But rain, of course, does not fall only at night, even
in highly speculative ancient cosmologies. The “natural basis” of the
notion of a reservoir of rainwater in the moon or in Ursa Maior must
be something else. I think Gonda was right in identifying this basis,
when he wrote, concerning the moon and rainfall:

This popular belief may no doubt be connected with old and
widespread conceptions about the close relations between nectar or
ambrosia on the one hand and honey, honey-dew, dew on the other.
These moistures were believed to come down from the sky or from
the atmosphere (ordinary honey being not rarely conceived of as a sort
of dew), or to be sent down by the moon. As ideas concerning the
salutary honey and the intoxicating mead were similar to those
attached to the ‘draught of immortality’ enjoyed by the gods and as
the soma was in all probability the Indo-Iranian substitute for mead or
at least its counterpart, the inference that there existed a reservoir of
soma in the moon cannot be regarded as far-fetched.*"'

We noted above (in a footnote) that dew seems to be meant in the
passage 5.85.3, where Varuna pours out the heavenly jar and moistens
the barley “like rain” does the earth (ydvam nd vpstir vy unatti
bhiima). Dew is not seen as it falls, but can be seen lying on grass and
plants in the morning; the natural inference would be that it has fallen
in the night or shortly before daybreak.*”* “Honeydew™” as a poetical
and mythological image is known from ancient Greece ™ and

20 Cf. Bodewitz 1982, p. 48 n. 22, commenting on Kuiper’s theory of the rain-jar in
the ocean of the nocturnal sky: “... the connection between rain and the (likewise
nocturnal) moon is a well-known theme in Vedic India”.

2! Gonda, op. cit., p. 58.

22 On the moon as the origin of dew in classical literature, cf. Boedeker 1984, pp. 58-
9; Roscher 1883, p. 79.

203 “In reality honeydew is the sweet viscid juice exuding from leaves punctured by
insects and the sweet excretion of aphids and allied insects.” (Gonda, op. cit., p. 45 n.
49.) In more detail: Roscher, op. cit., pp. 13-16.

24 Roscher, op. cit., pp. 9-10, 13-19; Boedeker, op. cit., pp. 45-9. For beliefs and
practices concerning honey in ancient Greece, cf. Roscher, op. cit.; Ransome 2014
[1937], chaps. 9-12.
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Scandinavia,”” and, indeed, from Vedic India,®® where the A$vins,
gods associated with the morning twilight and noted for their fondness
of honey, are said to sprinkle the earth with honey from their “honey-
whip” (kasa madhumati) or from a skin-bag (dyti-) as they arrive in
their flying chariot; this bag may conceivably be a duplication of the
heavenly jar.>”’

That the Indo-Iranian *sduma- more or less succeeded the
hydromel, the ancient cult-drink of the Indo-Europeans, is fairly
uncontroversial.*® A vestige of more ancient cult-practices has been
seen in the frequent designation of soma as mddhu-, honey or mead
(Proto-Indo-European *medhu-).*” The use of honey in Vedic ritual
has been explored by Hillebrandt*" and, more recently, Oberlies,211
who also compares its use in some domestic rites (notably in the
sraddha or Ancestor worship, and the guest-reception ceremony,
argha-) with analogous practices in ancient Greece. Obviously, soma
has taken the place of the honey-drink not only in ritual, but in myth
and cosmology as well; the well-known myth of the bird stealing the

251t is mentioned in Gylfaginning, where the honeydew is said to fall from the
cosmic tree Yggdrasill. Cf. below, and De Vries 1957, p. 406.

206 Oldenberg 1894, pp. 208-9 n. 4 (followed by Liiders, op. cit., p. 374); Vodskov,
op. cit., pp. 519-22. Of interest is a passage in Aelianus, De natura animalium 15.7,
which describes how honey (méli) falls on pastures in India in the form of dew
(drosos); cattle and sheep are led to these pastures and consume the dew as they
graze, and their milk becomes so sweet that there is no need to sweeten it with honey.
(Roscher, op. cit., p. 33.) This description is highly reminiscent of the Middle Vedic
notion that the moon, king Soma, enters the plants at new moon, to be consumed by
cattle and blending with their milk (for which cf. Lommel, loc. cit.; Wilden, op. cit.,
pp- 77-94).

7 This receptacle is, as mentioned, carried by various gods associated with rain (the
Maruts, Parjanya). In 5.83.7 (on which cf. Liiders, op. cit., p. 381), Parjanya carries a
rain-yielding dfti- in his chariot, which in the next verse is, however, designated as
kosa-, the most common word used for the rain-vessel.

28 Cf. e.g. Gonda, op. cit.; Oberlies 1998, pp. 244-46; 2007; 2012, pp. 59, 76 (with
references).

29 Oldenberg 1894, pp. 367-68, while considering it beyond doubt that mead was the
sacred drink of the Indo-Europeans, rejected the idea that the designation mddhu- for
soma would be a survival from older practices, suggesting instead that it is a poetical
expression used for any pleasant beverage or substance; he also considered the honey
that was mixed with the soma-drink to be a simple sweetener. His complete rejection
of any connection with Indo-European cult-practices does not, however, seem to have
met with great acceptance (cf. e.g. Oberlies, op. cit., p. 244 n. 468).

219 Hillebrandt 1999: 1, pp- 316-27; cf. also Liders, op. cit., pp. 369-79.

> Oberlies 2007.
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soma from heaven’” has a number of correspondences in the
mythologies of other Indo-European peoples, most notably in the
Norse myth of the theft of the mead of poetry, as told in the Prose
Edda.? 1 think that the heavenly spring, well, or vessel, too,
originally did not contain soma. Although there are some indications
that a spring of *sdauma- was envisaged already in Proto-Indo-Iranian
times,”'* the fact remains that the spring or vessel is very seldom said,
in the RV and AV, to contain soma; instead, it yields honey, ghee, and
curds, substances which are also said to constitute the streams of
heaven.””” While soma is not infrequently referred to as honey or milk,
it still seems odd that it is but rarely mentioned under its real name in
connection with the spring. In fact, the liquids flowing from the spring
correspond to those used in the ancestor worship, where they are
poured as libations in furrows, ditches, and streams;*'® and this is well
in keeping with the fact that the blessed dead are said to feed on the
streams flowing from the spring.””” Honey mixed with dairy products
and water also plays a role in some of the domestic rites,”'® as
mentioned above; these rites, like the ancestor worship, are generally
of a conservative nature and may be very ancient. It would seem, then,
that the image of a spring of honey situated in heaven is part of an
ancient, perhaps Indo-European, mythological heritage which predates
the soma cult. Originally honey and, probably, milk or its products
were thought to originate in the rivers feeding the ocean of heaven,

212 Among the numerous studies of this motif, mention may be made of just a few:
Kuhn 1859 (a comparative Indo-European study); Johansson 1910; Charpentier 1920;
Knipe 1967 (comparing Indo-European as well as ancient Near Eastern materials);
Schneider 1971; Feller 2004, chap. 4; Oberlies 1998, pp. 244-46; 2012, pp. 188-91.
For comparative (mainly Indo-European) perspectives, see also Doht 1974; West
2007, pp. 158-60.

213 Cf. Doht, op. cit.; De Vries, op. cit., pp. 180-85.

24 Oberlies 1998, p. 245 n. 472.

25 Cf. Liders, op. cit, pp. 351-59 (“Vermischungen der Ingredienzien der
Himmelsflut”).

216 This was pointed out already by Rénnow (1927, chap. 2). On honey in the
ancestral rites, cf. also Oberlies 2007, pp. 148-50.

217 Cf. the examples given above, esp. AV 18.4.35-6 (part of a funerary hymn), where
the spring is said to be fed by the oblations offered to the dead; in st. 30, it is called a
jar with four apertures (kaldsam caturbilam). The close association of the Ancestors
with the (celestial) Sarasvati (cf. st. 45-7, and Hillebrandt 1999: II, pp. 211-12) is
certainly of relevance here, as this river is fed by the heavenly spring.

28 B g in the madhuparka- or “honey-mixture” presented to guests.
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flowing from the celestial spring, and to fall to earth with the rain or
dew (honeydew!). Eventually, these conceptions came instead to
center around the soma.

The Indo-Iranian heavenly tree

While the notion of a celestial mead or honey on which the gods feed
is, in all likelihood, Indo-European, the case for an Indo-European
cosmic tree is considerably shakier. It is true that there are similarities
between the Vedic cosmic asvattha and the ash Yggdrasill of Old
Norse mythology; from the branches of this ash, “honeydew” falls on
the earth,””” and under its roots a number of wells are situated: Urdr’s
well, containing a white, shiny liquid which nourishes the tree;
Hvergelmir, which is the source of a number of rivers; and Mimir’s
well, containing wisdom-bestowing mead. A comparison was early on
made with the tree Somasavana, “flowing with soma”. *** Uno
Holmberg, however, cast serious doubts on the alleged Indo-European
origin of such images, pointing out not only the extreme prominence
of beliefs in a world-tree or tree of life among non-Indo-European
peoples of North Asia, but also the fact that these trees are often said
to be dripping of honey or honeydew, or with a milky fluid, and to be
standing at the source of rivers.?! Sometimes, the tree grows in the
middle of a mythical ocean which, among some peoples (Yakuts,
Altai-Tartars), consists of milk and is situated in a celestial
paradise.””> To be sure, the conception of an ambrosial tree may be
Proto-Indo-European, but not exclusively so; rather, the elixir-yielding
cosmic tree is part of a larger, Eurasian mythological complex.””

2 cf. Gylfaginning, tr. Faulkes 1987, p. 19: “The dew that falls from it on to the
earth, this is what people call honeydew, and from it bees feed.”

20, e.g. Kuhn, op. cit., p. 130ff; Roscher, op. cit., pp. 20-21; De Vries, op. cit., p.
409; Keith, op. cit., p. 172 n. 2; now also Oberlies 1998, p. 245 n. 472; West, op. cit.,
p. 346.

2! Holmberg 1996 (originally published 1922).

22 Op. cit., pp. 97-8; Paulson, op. cit., p. 32. We leave aside the possibility (brought
up by Holmberg) of pan-Indian influence (cf. the ocean of milk in Puranic cosmology
and in the myth of the “churning of the ocean”); in the Tatar myth cited by Holmberg,
p. 97, such influence may be seen in the name of the eagle (Garuda) perched on the
tree, but this image is widespread, as we have seen, and only the name may be of
foreign origin.

3 Cf. also the cautious remarks in West, op. cit., p. 345ff.
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We stand on safer ground when comparing the Vedic world-tree to
similar mythical trees in ancient Iran. In Yast 12.17 we find mention
of “the tree of the saéna bird” (vangm ygm saénahe), which stands in
the midst of the mythical sea Vourukasa, has “good remedies” and is
called “All-remedies” (vispo.bis). All seeds are deposited in it. The
bird reappears in Pahlavi texts,”* where it is called Sénmurw (Avestan
marayo saéno, “the bird saéna-", where saéna- corresponds to Vedic
syena-). It is said to perch on the “tree of many seeds”, breaking off
twigs each time it alights on it; from these, seeds are collected by
another bird, Cinamrds, and deposited in the rainwater which is
brought down on earth by the star Sirius (Tistar). (Méndg 1 Xrad
61.37-41;** cf. Bundahidn 27.3.”°) Another tree said to stand in
Vourukasa is called Gaokorona or Gokard, or the tree of “the white
hom (haoma)”;*" all who eat from it become immortal (Bundahi$n
18.1; 27.4). The evil spirit, Ahriman, once created a lizard and made it
attack the tree, though without success (Bundahi$n 18.2ff). Of special
interest is the notion that it stands at the source of the river Ardvisiir
(Bundahisn 27.4); this is the Avestan river (and goddess) Aroduui
Stra Anahita, the reincarnation of the old Indo-Iranian celestial river
and the counterpart of the Vedic Sarasvati.”*® Reduplication of motifs
may be responsible for the formation of two trees and two birds.

Here too, comparisons have been made with the Norse world-
ash, in whose crown an eagle is perched and whose roots are gnawed
by the dragon Niohoggr. 2 Again, however, North Asiatic
cosmologies cast doubts over the significance of such comparisons.
An eagle is frequently found at the top of the world-tree in these
belief-systems;>" eagles being sacred to Siberian peoples, the eagle

24 Cf. Schmidt 1980; Carnoy 1964 [1917], pp. 289-91.

2 Cited by Schmidt, op. cit., p. 6.

2 Tr, West 1880.

227 Compared to the Vedic materials by, e.g., Viennot, op. cit., pp. 29-30; Lommel
1978, pp. 521-22; Oberlies 2012, p. 191.

228 Cf. Lommel 1978, pp. 305-13; Witzel 1984, pp. 218, 226; now also Oberlies 2012,
pp- 77-8.

¥ Cf. in general West 2007, pp. 346-47.

2% Many examples are given throughout Holmberg’s study. The image is also known
from the ancient Near East: Wensinck 1921. Pairs of birds perched on trees occur in
art throughout the ancient world (Wilke 1922); however, as the mythical,
cosmological, or symbolical contexts are almost always lost, it seems hazardous to
bring such evidence into our discussion. (Wilke’s view that the birds represent sun
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perched on the cosmic tree often appears as a creator-figure or a
weather-divinity.”' If we confine our comparisons to the Indo-Iranian
sphere, however, the possibility of a common mythological heritage
would seem to increase significantly. The tree called “All-remedies”
or the “tree of many seeds”, and the tree of the “white haoma” (Vedic
soma-), both call into mind the tree Somasavana or the celestial
asvattha on which grows the healing kustha-herb. While the motif of
the tree dripping with honey or elixir is a widespread one and not (or
not only) Indo-European, a tree associated with soma/haoma would
likely be the specifically Indo-Iranian incarnation of this motif. The
remedy-bearing tree is also said to stand in the middle of Vourukasa,
which is often held to be related to the Vedic celestial ocean. Oberlies
has recently sought to reconstruct parts of a Proto-Indo-Iranian
cosmology in which *sduma- originated in heaven, in a spring in the
midst of the celestial ocean. This ocean was fed by a river springing
from the world-tree.* Other conceptions which may go back to the
time of Indo-Iranian unity locate the *sduma- in heaven on the top of
the world-tree (which is the same as the fig-tree in RV 1.164.20-22),
or on a world-mountain which could likewise serve the role of an axis
mundi. From its heavenly location, the *sauma- descended to earth
with the rain.*”

It seems safe to conclude, especially in consideration of the
Iranian parallel, that the honey-eating bird originally had nothing to do
with the moon. In Proto-Indo-Iranian times, there existed an image of
a supernatural bird settled on the cosmic tree and somehow involved
in the descent of the drink of immortality from heaven to the earth. In
late Rgvedic times, an identification of the moon with the celestial
Soma developed; if one of the birds in the riddle is to be identified as
the moon, it is not yet identical with Soma, but rather is thought to
swell as a result of consuming the celestial beverage. The close
connection between the world-tree (and the heavenly jar) and the

and moon is a piece of speculation.) The same holds for the old Bulgarian relief
adduced by Thieme (1949, p. 73), which shows two peacocks with a plant between
them, on which one of them is pecking. While the peacocks may point to an
ultimately Indian origin of this motif, a connection with the Vedic riddle of the two
birds is too much of an assumption.
B! Sternberg 1930.
ji Oberlies 1998, p. 245 n. 472; 2012, pp. 76-7, 81, 190-91, 433 n. 164.

Ibid.
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nocturnal sky may further have facilitated an identification with the
moon. In the Iranian corpus, however, neither haoma nor the bird are
associated with this luminary.

The honey-eating bird(s) and the soma-stealing eagle

Some scholars have maintained that the fig- or honey-eating birds in
the riddle-hymn are closely related to the eagle in the myth of the theft
of the soma.”* The same would hold for one or both of the birds in
Iranian texts, connected with haoma or celestial remedies. A fair
amount of analogous myths exists throughout the Indo-European
world; the most famous being the Old Norse tale of Odin’s theft (in
the shape of an eagle) of the mead of poetry, which, as Kuhn noted
long ago, probably preserves an older form of the original myth than
the story of the theft of the soma. In the image of birds flying toward
the tree that rises to the sky, seeking the “honey” which is also called
amyta-, we would then have a vestige of the old myth.

There are certain difficulties involved in these comparisons.
The image of a bird perched on the cosmic or celestial tree — where he
has his perpetual seat, according to the Iranian texts — is not too easily
reconcilable with the myth, taking place in remote times, of a bird
fetching the drink of immortality from heaven. As mentioned earlier,
the image of the eagle on the top of the world-tree is very widespread
among North and Central Asiatic peoples, and may very well have
been picked up by the Indo-Iranians; if so, it would have no
relationship to the Indo-European myth of the mead-stealing eagle.
Furthermore, no tree appears either in the Vedic or other Indo-
European versions of this myth (although Yggdrasill is closely
associated with mead and honey).

It is, however, hard to deny that the association of bird and
divine drink in both cases is unlikely to be coincidental. While a
single bird is said to have fetched the drink of immortality in ancient
times, we also meet with the notion that the elixir is continually
brought from some distant location by several birds: thus Yasna
10.10-11, where the birds are said to bring the haoma from the world-
mountain Haraitl, where it grows, to adjacent mountains. This has
been compared to the famous passage in the Odyssey, 12.63f, telling

24 Kuhn, op. cit., pp. 126-27; Johansson, op. cit., pp. 29-30; Lommel, op. cit., p. 517.
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of the doves which bring ambrosia to Zeus through the dangerous
passage between the Symplegades or clashing rocks.”> In the Yasna
passage, neither the mountains nor the birds seem to be of the ordinary
kind; for one mountain is called upairi.saéna, “above the [flight of
the] saéna bird”, corresponding to uparisyena-, which is the name of a
“heavenly world” (svarga- loka-) in JB 3.66.2° A rock (ddri-) from
which the §yend- brings the soma is referred to in the RV (1.93.6);*’
and in the Prose Edda, the mead of poetry is stolen by Odin from
inside the mountain Hnitbjorg. These Iranian and Old Norse parallels
support the view™® that the “rock” from which the bird steals the soma
according to RV is not, as some have suggested, to be identified with
the earthly mountains on which the soma-plant grew (the Mizjavant of
Vedic texts), but belongs to the realm of mythology. It is the
primordial mountain, from which the world-tree rises.”

We have seen that the AV locates the remedy-bearing tree,
associated with soma and amjta-, on a Himalayan mountain-top
reaching to the “third heaven”; the words suparnastuvane girau (AV
5.4.2), “upon the mountain, the brooding-place of the eagle”
(Bloomfield), may possibly refer to some mythical association with
eagles, or falcons.”* We have also seen that the words “in the third
heaven (from here)” recur in Middle Vedic accounts of the bird’s theft
of the soma; and though no tree is mentioned there, an asvattha-tree
called “flowing with soma” is located in this third heaven according to
Chandogya Upanisad 8.5.3.

One possible reminiscence of the cosmic tree may be found in
the post-Vedic version of the soma-stealing myth found in the Mbh
(1.14-30) and the Suparndkhyana (Sup.).”*' This includes a series of
episodes seemingly without connection to the central motif of the theft

25 Oberlies 1998, p. 245 n. 471.

36 Ibid., p. 246 n. 475.

57 Elsewhere (5.85.2), Varuna is said to have placed the soma on “the rock” (adadhat
somam ddrau), much like an unnamed god is said to have fashioned haoma and
placed it on Haraitt in Yasna 10.10.

2% Oberlies 2012, p. 190.

29 Ibid. pp. 190-91; cf. Kuiper 1983, Index, s.v. “Cosmic mountain”, “Primordial
hill”, “Primordial mountain”. Similarly Knipe, op. cit., p. 357, followed by Feller, op.
cit., p. 161 n. (the mountain being the heaven).

0 The same root su- “to propagate, give birth” occurs in a similar context in RV
1.164.22, where the suparnds are said to breed (suvate) on the tree (vrksé).

1 Ed. Charpentier 1920.
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of the soma, in which the eagle, Garuda, before his excursion to
heaven, first consumes an entire non-Aryan tribe of Nisadas, then
goes on to seize an elephant and a giant tortoise and settle on a
gigantic tree, called Rohina or Rauhina, where he intends to eat them
(Mbh 1.25.31ff; Sup. 7.3ff). This tree is, interestingly, said to stand in
water; in a ford, among the jewel-studded “divine trees”, “washed by
sea-water” (devavrksan ... sagarambupariksiptan, Mbh 1.25.27, 30),
or on the shore of the ocean (anipam sindhurajasya; Ramayana
3.33.27, Baroda rec., where the tale is briefly recapitulated; the tree is
here specified to be a nyagrodha). As he settles on a “huge branch
extending a hundred yojanas” (mahasakha satayojanam ayata, Mbh
1.25.32), however, the tree shakes and the branch breaks; on the
branch dwell (!) the Valakhilya seers, and in order to save them,
Garuda has to seize the branch before it hits the ground.

These curious adventures have no bearing on the rest of the
story, and it has been suggested that they are mythical residues which
were no longer understood when these texts were composed.**
Garuda perched on the branch of the enormous tree has been
compared to the eagle or falcon on the celestial tree in Iranian
tradition.”* That some elements of the episode are of great antiquity is
made likely by the fact that Garuda’s devouring the Nisadas has a
parallel in the Bundahis$n’s account of the bird Cinamros’s pecking the
enemies of Iran.** In the breaking of the branch on which Garuda
alights we may conceivably have a faint echo of a tradition analogous
to that of the Senmurw’s breaking off a thousand twigs from the tree
“of all remedies” each time it alights on it.

We mentioned at the beginning of this article that there is some
doubt as to whether the birds in the Rgvedic riddle really are raptors.
While the fact that suparnd- is sometimes used interchangeably with
Syend- would seem to favor a connection with the saéna on the
remedy-bearing tree, the problem remains that raptors don’t eat fruit.
One solution is to follow Thieme in dismissing any “vollstandige
zoologische Genauigkeit” in the riddle; taking it to be composed of
more or less stereotyped images from the poet’s repertoire, rather than
based on actual observations of the behavior of animals. “Honey” and

2 Johansson, op. cit., p. 29; Lommel 1978, pp. 512-13.
243 .

Lommel, loc. cit.
24 Schmidt 1980, pp. 6, 80 n. 12.



The Honey-Eating Birds and the Tree of Life 57

possibly “fig” were used for denoting soma; and the myth associated a
bird of prey with the soma’s descent to earth. When composing the
riddle of the birds, the poet may have chosen to use the unspecific
suparna- throughout for denoting the birds, thus eliminating the
difficulties that a fig-eating Syend- would have given rise to. In this
way, the soma-snatching raptor of the myth was subtly transformed
into a frugivore of ambiguous species.

In conclusion, there are some indications that the motif of the
bird of prey perched on the tree of life, and the myth of the soma-
stealing eagle, are but two different sides of the same mythologem.
The bird sitting on the tree and distributing “honey” does in fact fill
the same function as the bird that brought the soma to the gods, even
though the latter event is assigned to primordial times. The many birds
which continually fetch soma from the cosmic mountain or tree
(Yasna 10.11, RV 1.164.21-22) may be the stars, as some scholars
have suggested; but as mythologems it is clear that they are simply the
original mythical bird in multiplied form.** The underlying
conception is that the soma is located at an inaccessible point in the
sky, in the “third heaven”, at the top of the cosmic tree, whence it can
be fetched only after a long and difficult journey through the air. In st.
21-22 of the riddle hymn, this mythical image has been employed as a
metaphor for the search for knowledge or wisdom: though the birds all
shriek for the “share of the amjta-", only he who “knows the Father”
may reach the “sweet fig” at the top of the tree.

Conclusion

We have tentatively followed the view of Hillebrandt and Kuiper, who
saw the two birds in RV 1.164.20 as sun and moon; the bird that eats
the “sweet fig” being the moon swelling from absorbing the ambrosia
or celestial soma, while the bird that simply “watches” is the sun,
which is characterized by all-penetrating vision and is not infrequently
described as a bird (suparnd-) gazing down upon earth. Support for
these conclusions can be found in passages like 10.114.3-5 and
10.85.18-19, which employ imagery and phrasing reminiscent of that

5 The notion of “reduplications” of mythological motifs, which may be produced on
different “levels” (etiological, cosmological, epic etc.), is well-known from the
structuralist study of myth; cf. e.g. Meletinsky 1998, pp. 211-12.
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found in the “riddle” of the birds. The “fig” or “honey” is the amyta-
or soma; the tree on which the birds are perched is the world-tree,
which is also in other Vedic texts described as a fig-tree. The many
birds in 1.164.21-2 are difficult to identify with any certainty, but they
may be the stars (Thieme, Hillebrandt), perhaps as the souls of the
blessed dead (Hillebrandt). The motif of a distribution of the amyta-
appears in st. 21 as well as in 10.114.3 and 10.85.19 (where the
distributor is the moon, identified with Soma), and in the Yajurvedic
mantra TS 4.2.9.1; it is possible to infer that the fig-eating bird in
1.164.20 is not merely eating, but also distributing the amjta- among
the other “birds”, perhaps in the way an adult bird feeds its young.
This would be the “Father” and the “mighty guardian” mentioned in
the riddle, knowledge of whom is required for a share of the “honey”.

In the heaven there is a spring or a jar containing the celestial
waters (Liiders, Kuiper); the soma is within these waters and reaches
the earth when the jar is poured out and the waters fall down as rain.
Kuiper thought that this jar is situated in the world-tree and is turned
upside down and poured out by Varuna (RV 5.85.3) in the night, when
the tree stands in an inverted position (1.24.7). Leaving aside Kuiper’s
conjecture that the jar must be located among the roots of the tree, we
suggested that the fig at the “top of the tree” in the riddle of the birds
should be connected with the heavenly spring or vessel. Following
Witzel’s identification, based on AV 10.8.9 and Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad 2.2.3, of the jar as the asterism called the “Seven Seers”
(Ursa Maior), we pointed out that the above-mentioned TS 4.2.9.3
contains a variant form of the Atharvavedic stanza, in which the seven
stars of that constellation are associated with the “honey-making bird”
nesting on the “golden reed”, presumably the world-tree; again
confirming the association of “honey” or ambrosia, jar, bird, and tree.
The identification of the jar with the Seven Seers confirm an
association of the world-tree with the nocturnal sky, as suggested by
Thieme and Kuiper. This would lend support to the view that one of
the two birds is the moon; it is harder to reconcile with the
identification of the other bird as the sun, though we have seen that
the sun, in the RV, is thought to travel unseen through the dark night-
sky.

In the rest of the article, we explored the motif of the cosmic or
celestial tree in Vedic and later literature, and its parallels in Iranian
and other Indo-European, as well as non-Indo-European (North and
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Central Asiatic), traditions. We have seen that the motifs of the
inverted world-tree, of an eagle perched on top of the tree, and of
honey or elixir dropping from the tree or flowing in streams from a
spring at its roots, recur throughout the Eurasian world. The notion of
a tree standing in the celestial ocean and associated with *sauma-, and
with a bird of prey, most likely goes back to Proto-Indo-Iranian times,
as several scholars have suggested. As for the relationship between
this bird and the falcon or eagle fetching the soma or haoma- from a
mythical mountain, according to a tale with parallels especially in Old
Norse mythology (Kuhn, Doht, Knipe), we suggested that they may be
closely related, being the mythological and cosmological expressions
of the same basic idea: that of a supernatural bird bringing the divine
beverage from heaven and distributing it among the worthy.
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